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8Abbreviations
The following abbreviations have been used to refer to Foucault and Levinas’s works. In 
case of the primary texts employed, the English page references are always followed by 
the French page references. Full details of these works as well as all other sources can 
be found in the Bibliography.
 hs i The history of sexuality Volume I: The will to knowledge/La volonté de savoir
 hs ii The history of sexuality Volume II: The use of pleasure/L’usage des plaisirs
 hs iii The history of sexuality Volume III: The care of the self/Le souci de soi
 de “On evasion”/“De l’évasion”
 ee Existence and existents/De l’existence a l’existant
 ta Time and the Other/Le temps et l’ autre
 ti Totality and inﬁnity/Totalité et inﬁni 
 ae Otherwise than being or beyond essence/Autrement qu’être ou au-delà de l’essence 
 ei Ethics and inﬁnity/Éthique et inﬁni
I N T R O D U C T I O N :  F O U C A U LT  A N D  L E V I N A S ’ S  P E R T I N E N C E  
Michel Foucault’s conception of care of the self and Emmanuel Levinas’s unprecedented 
concern for the Other represent what appear to be two distinctly different approaches 
to ethics. Their respective preoccupations with ethics are of particular pertinence 
in this day and age in which morality no longer exists for some, and is increasingly 
falling short for others. It is in this context that we shall attempt to gauge to what 
extent the later Foucault’s conception of “self-care”1 succeeds in being ethically useful, 
especially when measured by a Levinasian yardstick which prioritizes care for others. 
Contrary to expectation, our critical investigations will uncover that care of the self 
actively cultivates a non-reductive responsiveness towards alterity – an approach to 
ethics that is potentially more useful for us today than Levinas’s ethical metaphysics. 
To this end, Part i will critically assess the later Foucault’s contribution to ethics. This 
assessment will pave the way for a defence of the later Foucault against the Levinasian 
position that ethics is not a matter of self-creation but of Other-invocation. Part ii will 
focus on the early Levinas’s thinking which will ultimately amount to a Foucaultian 
critique of Levinas’s later negation of self-concern in favour of an exclusive concern 
for the Other. We shall come to the conclusion that care of the self understood as an 
aesthetics (Foucault) or “economics” (Levinas) of existence is indispensable to ethics but 
that ethics, in the sense intended by Foucault, cannot and does not do away with the 
necessity of cultivating a non-reductive openness towards alterity.   
Today’s ethical quandary
We live amidst the large-scale fragmentation of our previously held systems of 
orientation or frames of meaning-giving reference. We are left with mere fragments 
– the debris of a tradition – unwilling to subject ourselves to their ever-receding claims 
to authority, and uncertain as to what awaits us in our rejection thereof. In other words, 
with the decline of modernity we have come to witness a relative shift of emphasis 
from a subsumption of the “moral regulation of conduct… under the legislative and 
1 The idea of self-creation seems to suggest that “the self” as artist precedes “the self” as artwork. O’Leary (2002: 
120) argues that this assumption of a substantial “self” is largely due to the English translation with deﬁnite article, “care 
of the self”, which the Greek and Latin “self-care”, and to a lesser extent, the French “care of self” avoid.
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law-enforcing activity of global societal institutions” to a situation in which agents 
increasingly encounter not a single authoritative source to which one can turn or appeal 
for guidance, but rather an ever-proliferating “pluralism of authorities”, and in turn are 
required to take responsibility and make choices for their “self-constitution” (Bauman 
1992: 201-204). 
For many of us, as for Foucault (Lotringer 1996: 451), morality, understood 
as obedience to a given corpus of universally valid, prohibitive rules of conduct, is 
therefore absent. It has been dismantled and discarded for we have come to recognize 
its inherent contingent nature. Moral codes are not only ﬁnite and relative, but also 
provisional and provincial. Admittedly many others do not experience such an absence. 
One cannot get anywhere close to a US election victory, for example, without pandering 
to Christianity, which testiﬁes to the fact that for many millions of people in the US 
it still has the same authority it has had for centuries. Similarly, many adherents of 
Islam do not acknowledge a pluralism of authority or any epistemological crisis.1 The 
“goodness” of these moral authorities is nevertheless in the balance because of the ends 
to which they have been harnessed. Recent history has testiﬁed once again to how they 
are being used to justify the spread of terror, violent interventions and even war. This 
is bound to spur on the existing intellectual (if not general) questioning of the justness 
and legitimation of these authorities. 
We are faced with a proliferation of disparate and often impoverished authoritative 
voices, on the one hand, and the ambiguity and political exploitation of others. They are 
no longer able to provide us with what Kant, in his 1784 essay, “Was ist Aufklärung?” 
called our “self-incurred tutelage”. According to Kant, tutelage is self-incurred “when 
its cause lies not in lack of reason but in lack of resolution and courage to use it without 
direction from another” (Kant 1784: 7). How is the interaction between the self and 
the other to be managed if the mediating moral frameworks fall short or fall away 
altogether? In the face of this moral quicksand, individuals ﬁnd themselves increasingly 
responsible for formulating their own or at least critically assessing existing moral 
guidelines – for their own ethical formation, in other words. It would therefore seem 
that ethics – or the way in which the self relates to itself as the ethical subject of its own 
action, according to Foucault’s formulation, comes into play when morality falls short. 
To be sure, there is never any “pure” or “uncontaminated” interaction between the self 
and the other.2 The self’s ethical decisions are always to some extent informed by norms 
and values inherited or derived from his/her society or culture. Whenever the question 
1 It could be argued that the contemporary resurgence of fundamentalist and extreme moral and political projects, as 
is exempliﬁed by Islamic fundametalism, for example, is evidence in favour of our moral quandary, rather than evidence 
against it. At the very least, it is evidence of an intense contemporary “problematization” of morality (O’Leary 2002: 177, 
footnote 28).
2 As we shall see, Foucault is well-aware of the fact that self-creation is a socially mediated process, whereas the 
mythical starting point of Levinas’s phenomenological analyses is a “bare” world deprived of any societally or self-
imposed moral frameworks which curtail the existent’s pursuit of egoism and atheism.
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concerning how we ought to act arises, a social context is implied even if no deﬁnitive 
or uncontentious authoritative moral voice can be associated with it.1 
So individuals ﬁnd themselves in an unprecedented position of ethical responsibility 
– they now have to decide for themselves how to act and which normative/moral criteria 
to take into account in this decision. However, the self still seems unprepared for the task 
at hand. Kant had a name for this “unpreparedness” – he called it our “immaturity”.2 
He blames humankind for being incapable of making use of its understanding 
without direction from another. The crux of contemporary society’s ethical quandary 
seems to be that individuals still seem to lack the resolution and courage to use their 
understanding. Those who still rely on external sources of authority lack the courage to 
question the hypocrisy of these moral authorities, that is, their often self-contradictory 
and morally questionable direction.3 Those who consider themselves “self-reliant”, on 
the other hand, fail to take the responsibility for ethical self-formation seriously. 
The turn to ethics
As a result of the (intellectual) crisis of morality, we have witnessed a decisive turn to 
ethics since the second half of the twentieth century among French philosophers. The 
generation running roughly from the mid to late sixties up to the present came to be 
associated with terms such as “post-structuralism” and “postmodernism”, for example, 
and included thinkers such as Gilles Deleuze, Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, Luce 
Irigaray, Emmanuel Levinas and Jean-François Lyotard. The “turn to ethics” speciﬁcally 
concerned difference and its valorization. In other words, the way in which we ought to 
act came to be determined by a concern for the other.
The Same and the Other and their relation can be conceptualized in different ways. 
Broadly speaking, the Same could be deﬁned as that which is known, familiar or 
ordered, and the Other as that mysterious unexplained “something” that lies outside 
and deﬁnes the limits of the known, that which is exterior and foreign. In existentialist, 
phenomenological and other subjectivist systems of thought, the Same often refers 
to the individual subject, or subjective experience, whereas in structuralist or post-
structuralist thought the Same usually denotes an accepted mode of institutionalized 
discourse. Indeed, depending on one’s own metaphysical inclinations, one can describe 
these categories in a number of ways, for example, Being and Nothingness (Sartre), the 
self and the other person, ultimately the self and God (Levinas), or Man and Woman 
(de Beauvoir and Irigaray) (O’Farrell 1989: 31). These thinkers came to appreciate the 
1 As Emile Durkheim points out, morality is a social construction and man is only a moral being because he lives in 
society. Non-social man does not exist (Durkheim 1972: 93; De la division du travail social). In this regard also see 
Bauman 1990: 5-10. 
2 According to Kant, “we are in a state of ‘immaturity’ when a book takes the place of our understanding, when a 
spiritual director takes the place of our conscience, when a doctor decides for us what our diet is to be” (Foucault 1983a: 
34; Kant 1784: 7).
3 As Bataille (1987: 64) points out, “the taboo on murder, universal though it may be, nowhere opposes war”. 
Moreover, the political exploitation of moral authorities to justify war, for example, is as rife as ever. 
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signiﬁcance of the relation between the Same and the Other for they realized that 
subjectivity cannot accede to ethicality through its own internal development, but only 
by the radical discovery of what is other than itself. 
The most common critical charge levelled by this generation is against the egocentric 
assimilation of the Other by the Self. According to Levinas – who exempliﬁed if not 
inaugurated the turn to ethics – the assimilation of alterity characterizes the entire 
Western metaphysical tradition, a legacy passed onto us from Plato to Hegel. The 
ethical question which presents itself in this context, is how to interact with the Other 
without nullifying its alterity by converting it into the Same.
Michel Foucault’s own turn to ethics, his response to the crisis of intellectual 
justiﬁcation of moral authorities, took an aesthetical form, that is, he responded to 
this crisis by taking seriously the necessity for individuals to take responsibility for 
their own ethical “self-constitution”. According to Kant,1 the way out [Ausgang] of our 
“immaturity” – or our “unpreparedness” to face up to this responsibility – is an “ongoing 
process” but also “a task and an obligation”. Since humankind is itself responsible for 
its immature status, it will only be able to escape from it “by a change that he himself 
will bring about in himself” (Foucault 1983a: 35). Foucault’s peculiar conception of 
ethics consequently constitutes a response to this need for an Ausgang. This will form 
the focal point of our concern: the Foucaultian notion of ethical self-formation and 
the extent to which it manages to equip the self with the necessary ethical skills to 
navigate through the present anomic and “amoral” waters. Does ethical self-formation 
counter our current ethical quandary, instead of merely contributing to it? 
The early Levinas was also looking for a way out, but he was looking for a way out 
of being. He qualiﬁes this “need for escape” as a “world-weariness” for “the ground of 
suffering consists in the impossibility of interrupting it [being/existence], and of an 
acute feeling of being held fast [rivé]” (de, 52-53/70-71)…”riveted to ourselves, enclosed 
in a tight circle that smothers” (ibid., p. 66/90). Thus, “escape is the need to get out 
of oneself, that is, to break that most radical and unalterably binding of chains, the fact that 
the I [moi] is oneself [soi-même] (ibid., p. 55/73). In this early essay, De l’évasion (1935), 
Levinas did not yet see any solution to the subject’s need to escape from itself, from 
its being which it experiences as unbearably heavy, and the essay concludes that this 
attempt to escape will inevitably fail. It was only later that Levinas realized that ethics, 
or the relation to the Other, constitutes such an Ausgang – such a disengagement, 
disintrication or a getting-out [sortie]. As we shall see, all of Levinas’s major works 
up to and including Autrement qu’être ou au-delà de l’essence (ae) are animated by this 
need to escape. Our worldly preoccupations offer a partial alleviation of our existential 
gravity, but it is only ethics or the relation to the Other, absolutely Other, that can fully 
lift this burden. In Levinas, ethics therefore also constitutes a solution, but instead of 
announcing a change that the subject herself will bring about in herself (as for Foucault 
1 Although Foucaultian ethics differs considerably from Kant’s, Foucault aligned himself with Kant’s pronouncements 
in “Was ist Aufklärung?”in his pivotal 1983 essay, “What is Enlightenment?”.
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and Kant), it announces the subject’s inability to save itself by itself. Levinas stresses 
the subject’s absolute dependence upon the Other. As we shall see, this constitutes the 
deﬁnitive difference between Foucault and Levinas’s respective responses to our moral 
crisis.
A mutual concern for alterity
At ﬁrst sight, then, Foucault’s conception of ethics which centres on the self seems to be 
opposed to Levinas’s ethical metaphysics, which stresses the primacy and privilege of 
the Other and our unlimited responsibility towards that Other. However, upon closer 
investigation, Foucault’s ethics but also his entire oeuvre testify to a heartfelt concern 
for alterity. He conceives of care of the self as that practice whereby the ethical subject 
crafts itself through the internalization of certain self-imposed moral codes, which 
would then serve as an internal regulatory principle in social interaction. In other words, 
for Foucault, ethics is the relation one establishes with oneself which would determine 
how one ought to act. How one ought to act is by extension a matter of how one ought 
to act towards others. Care of the self therefore derives its qualiﬁcation as ethical practice, 
in the second but deﬁnitive instance, from its social situatedness. If the self were not a 
self that related to, interacted with and whose actions would have an effect upon others, 
care of the self might have qualiﬁed as an aesthetics of existence,1 but not as an ethics. 
In fact, according to the Greek/Foucaultian formulation, aesthetics is indispensable to 
ethics, that is, without care for self there would be no care for others.2 
The later Foucault’s emphasis on the self is not a return to the notion of “Man” 
belonging to humanism, that is, the God-like transcendental subject or essential 
human nature invoked as the ultimate grounds for knowledge and action. It is rather 
a return to the Greek concern with the other for the other’s beneﬁt, as in Aristotle’s 
description of friendship as wishing another well for his sake, not for yours; where 
“these friendly relations with one’s neighbours… seem to have proceeded from a man’s 
relations to himself” (Aristotle 1980: 227 [1166a2-4]). 
The cornerstone of ethics questioned
To be sure, taking responsibility for others and the concomitant valorization of alterity 
have not always been considered as the cornerstone of ethics. It is certainly not the 
ultimate criterion of Kantian ethics. But then again for Kant ethics is more or less 
1 Foucault deﬁnes an “aesthetics of existence” as “those intentional and voluntary actions by which men not only 
set themselves rules of conduct, but also seek to transform themselves, to change themselves in their singular being, 
and to make their lives into an oeuvre that carries certain aesthetic values and meets certain stylistic criteria” (HS II, 
10-11/16-17).
2 In Foucault’s own words: “I am not saying that ethics is the care for self, but that in Antiquity, ethics… has turned 
about this basic imperative: ‘Care for yourself’” (Foucault 1984a: 7). “For the Greeks it is not [in the ﬁrst place] because 
it is care for others that it is ethical. Care for self is ethical in itself, but it implies complex relations with others, in the 
measure where this ethos of freedom is also a way of caring for others” (ibid., p. 7). In the ﬁnal analysis then, care for 
self is ethical “in itself” because it is intrinsically and inextricably linked to care for others. 
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synonymous with morality – or with practical reason (as distinguished from theoretical 
reason). It is a matter of how subjective action and its representable intentions relate 
to a universal Law. To Kant, and the rest of the moderns – for whom, since Descartes, 
the question of the subject has been central – ethics is the principle that judges the 
practice of a Subject (Badiou 2001: 2). Hegel, in turn, objected to Kant’s account of 
ethics because it lacked any social dimension; it was strictly a relationship between the 
individual, practical reason, and the moral law. Hegel insisted that the basis of ethics 
is rather one’s belonging to (as well as being educated by) a particular community of 
people. Ethics was not a matter of autonomy but (in Kant’s terms) heteronomy – of being 
inﬂuenced by people. Nor was it primarily a matter of rational principle, but part of a 
life of shared values, feelings, and customs – what Hegel calls “Sittlichkeit” (from Sitte 
meaning “customs”) (Solomon 1988: 70). As we shall see, the Greek/Foucaultian notion 
of ethics is certainly more closely aligned to Sittlichkeit than Moralität whereas Levinas 
would argue that ethics comes before cultures and allows us to judge cultures.1 
So the valorization of alterity has not always been the cornerstone of ethics, and 
it certainly will not always be accepted as such so unconditionally. As could have 
been predicted, it also invited and incited ﬁerce opposition. Alain Badiou, for one, 
drove the proverbial spanner in the works of his contemporaries, by rejecting the now 
almost universally accepted argument that ethics should essentially concern the Other 
as such (as potential victim of violence or misrecognition). According to him, “the 
whole ethical predication based upon recognition of the other should be purely and 
simply abandoned” (Badiou 2001: 25). Why? Because Badiou assumes that there is no 
God, that is, no all-embracing One. And if the One is not, what there is must simply 
be multiplicity, and what ought to be must concern only what is valid for all, at a level of 
legitimacy that is indifferent to differences. 
As Badiou is the ﬁrst to recognize, we have Levinas’s philosophy to thank for the 
imposition of the imperious demands of difference – the difference of the altogether 
other as much as the irreducibly incommensurable demands of every particular other. 
Since the alterity of the other is simultaneously “the alterity of the human other 
[Autrui] and of the Most High [Très Haut] (ti, 34/4), our responsibility to this other is a 
matter of “unconditional obedience”, “trauma”, “obsession”, “persecution”, “subjection”, 
“substitution” etc (Levinas 1962: 19; ae, 110-118/140-151). Being the limited creatures 
that we are, we can only apprehend the Altogether-Other if his otherness appears in 
some sense “on our level”, that is, as “neighbour”: there is only “responsibility and a 
Self because the trace of the [divinely] Inﬁnite… is inscribed in proximity (Levinas 
1 In this regard, see Levinas 1964. Also in the autobiographical “Signature”, Levinas remarks that “moral consciousness 
is not an experience of values but an access to the exterior being, and the exterior being par excellence is the other” Cf. 
“Signature”, in Difﬁcile liberté. Paris: Livre de Poche, 1976, p. 499 (Levinas 1978b: 175-189). This deﬁnition clearly 
indicates that Levinas’s conception of ethics is not simply reducible to either Sittlichkeit or Moralität. 
2 Very simply, “subjectivity is… subjection to the other [autrui]” (Peperzak et al. 1996: 140), that is, to a properly 
absolute authority. “I expose myself to the summons of this responsibility as though placed under a blazing sun 
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1968: 91).2 But this inscription of the Other in nearness in no sense dilutes the essential 
fact that in my “non-relation” with the Other, “the Other remains absolute and 
absolves itself from the relation which it enters into” (Levinas 1962: 16). The relation 
with the other is ﬁrst and foremost a “relation” with the transcendent beyond as such. 
Badiou relegates Levinasian ethics to what he dismisses as anti-philosophy, that is, 
the reservation of pure or absolute value to a realm beyond all conceptual distinction 
(Badiou 2001: xxiii). For what ethics ultimately amounts to in Levinas is a decision to 
take up the absolute responsibility imposed by the Transcendent – a decision that is 
precisely impossible for the subject as such. If a response or decision nevertheless does 
take place, it can only have been the decision of “the other in the same” (ae, 111/141). Like 
Abraham’s responding to God’s instruction to sacriﬁce his son, I must respond without 
trying to interpret (and thus appropriate) the other’s meaning. I must respond simply 
because radical otherness demands it, and as such my response amounts to nothing less 
than a pure leap of faith. Levinas’s uncompromising insistence on the primacy of the 
Other inaugurated a varied but harmonious ethical chorus of voices such as Derrida, 
Irigaray and Spivak (to name but a few) singing the praises of Otherness.
Foucault’s allegiance
Now where, might one ask, does Foucault’s true loyalties lie? His late ethical turn 
or return to the self bears a deceptive similarity to Badiou’s insistence that “the real 
(ethical) question… is much more that of recognizing the Same” (Badiou 2001: 25). 
Badiou aligns himself with Foucault’s announcement of the “death of Man” which he 
sees as being compatible with “rebellion, a radical dissatisfaction with the established 
order, and a fully committed engagement in the real of situations [dans le réel situations] 
(Badiou 2001: 7). Although Foucault would agree with this assessment, he certainly 
does not adhere to the Badiouian indifference to differences. His entire oeuvre is 
animated by a concern for the excluded, the mad, the abnormal, the other – never the 
Levinasian Other [Autrui which is ultimately qualiﬁed as God (ti, 244/221)] to be sure, 
but nevertheless alterity in various different guises. In this regard, for example, James 
Bernauer (1990: 63) refers to Histoire de la folie à l’âge classique (hf), Les mots et les choses 
(lmc) and Naissance de la clinique (nc) as a trilogy of investigations in which Foucault 
traces the Same/Self’s suppression of alterity: “While hf was an account of the way 
reason exorcises the otherness of experience in an action of exclusion, lmc details the 
way the multiplicity of experience is ordered into a sameness that authorizes thought 
to distinguish into kinds and collect into identities. Between the two texts stood the 
bridge of nc, which, in its analysis of disease, encountered both disorder, ‘the existence 
of a perilous otherness within the human body’, and the experience of regularity and 
order, disease as a ‘natural phenomenon with its own constants, resemblances, and 
types’”. lmc hunts down thought in the context of understanding not how it excludes 
that eradicates every residue of mystery, every ulterior motive, every loosening of the thread that would allow evasion” 
(ibid., p. 104).
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but how it includes and orders, how it achieves sameness: “For modern thought, no 
morality is possible” for it “is advancing towards that region where man’s Other must 
become the Same as himself (Foucault 1970a: 328). 
This would turn out to be a recurrent theme in Foucault, haunting him to the 
end. In “Préface à la transgression” (1963), Foucault describes the ethical potential of 
the transgression of the limits of the Same/Self which “serves as a gloriﬁcation of the 
nature it excludes [the Other/alterity]: the limit opens violently into the limitless, 
ﬁnds itself suddenly carried away by the content it had rejected and fulﬁlled by 
this alien plenitude which invades it to the core of its being” (Foucault 1963: 34). In 
“Theatrum philosophicum” (1970), Foucault considers “the handling of difference” and 
the possibility of conceiving “of difference differentially, instead of searching out the 
common elements underlying difference” (Foucault 1970b: 182). Towards the end of 
his life, in “What is Enlightenment?” (1983), the theme of transgression reappears in 
relation to an ethics of the self. Foucault describes the “philosophical ethos appropriate 
to the critical ontology of ourselves as a historico-practical test of the limits that we 
may go beyond, and thus as work carried out by ourselves upon ourselves as free beings” 
(Foucault 1983a: 47). 
Foucault’s notion of transgression thus introduces “the principle of critique” into 
his ethics understood as “a permanent creation of ourselves in our autonomy” (ibid., 
p. 44). His late (re-)turn to the self is thus presented as a form of self-concern which 
is not a self-satisfaction but a “practical (self-)critique” (45) – “to imagine it otherwise 
than it is” (41) by questioning “what is given to us as universal, necessary, obligatory… 
singular, contingent, and the product of arbitrary constraints” (45). Self-formation 
therefore depends upon a confrontation with what lies “beyond” the limits of the same/
self – the “other(wise)” or “difference” that facilitates the reshaping or re-formation of 
those limits. In an interview in 1984, Foucault elaborates upon the relation between 
the self-caring self and the other person: 
“[c]are for self… implies complex relations with others, in the measure where this ethos 
of freedom is also a way of caring for others… Ethos implies also a relation with others 
to the extent that care for self renders one competent to occupy a place in the city, in 
the community or in interindividual relations which are proper… the one who cared 
for himself correctly found himself, by that very fact, in a measure to behave correctly 
in relationship to others and for others”  (Foucault 1984a: 7). 
Thus Foucault’s sympathies for that which lies beyond the limits of the Self, for 
that which is excluded by the prevailing codes of normality/rationality, at the end of 
his life, translated into an ethics of care-for-others. In short, he appears to harbour 
ethical pretensions akin to the Levinasian prioritization of alterity. However, this 
apparent commonality needs to be qualiﬁed for Foucault also insists that “[c]are for 
self is ethical in itself… One must not have the care for others precede the care for self. 
The care for self takes moral precedence in the measure that the relationship to self 
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takes ontological precedence” (ibid., my emphasis). In the ﬁnal analysis then, Foucault’s 
true allegiance seems to be to the self. 
It is well known that for Levinas, on the other hand, ethics, understood as 
that relation in which an unconditional openness or responsiveness to the Other is 
established and maintained, comes ﬁrst. Exposed to the alterity of the other person, 
the I’s egoist capacities are “reconditioned” such that the I is ﬁrst for-the-other before 
the very ﬁrstness of its being for-itself. In the face of the Other, the I’s relationship 
to itself no longer takes ontological precedence. The meaning of the I’s being is now 
derived from its responsibility for the Other. This is why one can say that, for Levinas, 
fundamental ontology is fundamentally ethical metaphysics.
Ethics and/or politics
Foucault’s allegiance to the self nevertheless does not amount to mere narcissism or 
complacency, for upon closer investigation, we shall ﬁnd that Foucault’s self – the 
individual caring for itself – is something other or something more than a distinct 
singularity. The individual now ﬁgures as a node in a network of power/knowledge, 
that is, it is constituted in and through power. And this fact immediately situates 
Foucault’s ethics in the broader framework of politics. In other words, Foucault’s ethics 
of self-care is subtended by what Connolly (1993: 110) calls a “political spirituality”. 
Unlike those, such as Hiley (1985: 77-80), for example, who see self-creation as a feat 
of individual heroism irreconcilable with a notion of community or polity, we shall 
ﬁnd that, even in the later Foucault, politics is never eclipsed by ethics. In other words, 
Foucault’s turn to ethics never substitutes what can only be an individualized task of 
ethics for the political task of collective social transformation. For, “individual” action, 
understood as an acting or reacting relation of force – as Foucault deﬁnes it – cannot 
simply remain localized (or be conceived as individualistic) for it has the potential 
of causing a chain reaction or ripple effect through the social fabric (hs i, 92/122). 
Moreover, since it is neither localized nor isolated, the individual ethical subject’s 
“practices of liberty” (Foucault 1984a: 4) would then also have the potential of effecting 
larger-scale political changes from the bottom up. In fact, if we are to accept Foucault’s 
claim that power is all-pervasive, ethics or the individual’s practices of liberty become 
a necessary condition for political action. Politics, then, only becomes possible if ethics 
succeeds. The fundamental point to be derived from the essentially political nature of 
Foucault’s ethics is that care of the self cultivates a responsiveness towards others. As 
politics concerns the social, it cannot be about singular solitary subjects. 
What has been termed “postmodern politics” is not beyond reproach however. In 
fact, the Foucaultian version has been discredited for being “highly aestheticized as 
well as subjectivistic”. According to Best & Kellner (1991: 290), “[t]he postmodern 
aestheticization of the subject is simply another way of denying subjectivity as 
multidimensional form of agency and praxis, reducing it to a decentred desiring 
existence”. As we have seen above, others, like David Hiley, deny the link between 
politics and ethics altogether (Hiley 1985: 77-80). According to Terry Eagleton (1990: 
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388), Foucault’s later preoccupation with power “places him ﬁrmly in the aestheticizing 
tradition; for power in Foucault’s work has much in common with the classical aesthetic 
artefact, self-grounding, self-generative and self-delighting, without origin or end, an 
elusive blending of governance and pleasure which is thus a kind of subject all in itself, 
however subjectless it may otherwise be”. This aesthetics of power, Eagleton continues, 
is to some extent in conﬂict with Foucault’s radical politics. For it is as if the concept 
of power in Foucault is made to serve simultaneously two somewhat incompatible 
purposes: in so far as power remains politically oppressive, it must call forth refusal 
and resistance; in so far as it is aestheticized, it acts as the medium of a pleasurable 
expansion and productivity of capacities (ibid., p. 390). 
As thoroughly deﬁned by power, the individual is therefore not a distinct 
singularity but necessarily politically and socially engaged. Power is enabling therein 
that it enables the individual to resist its subjection and secure increased freedom. This 
constitutes one side of Foucault’s two-pronged formulation of ethics. In this sense, the 
individual’s political endeavours are ethical. But the ethicality of an action also depends 
on how it affects others – the other side of ethics according to Foucault. Insofar as 
power is also disabling and needs to be resisted, it necessitates opposition and struggle, 
sometimes even revolution and war. In other words, it necessitates actions which are 
not necessarily ethical in the sense that it can have detrimental effects on others – the 
casualties of ethics. So it would seem that politics (or the inherent political nature of 
the individual’s practices of liberty), far from being able to salvage the ethicality of an 
aesthetics of existence, is itself not exempt from aestheticization, on the one hand, and 
fails to preclude the possibility of affecting others adversely, on the other. 
For his part, Levinas makes no bones about his distrust of politics. He inverts the 
hierarchy and maintains that it is not politics that should qualify ethics but ethics 
should always keep politics in check. In other words, according to Levinas, ethics is 
the condition of possibility for politics. He therefore subordinates politics to ethics and 
even opposes the two: “Politics is opposed to morality, as philosophy to naïveté” (ti, 
21/ix). He maintains that there is a violence inherent to all forms of politics that ignores 
the other and “destroys the identity of the same” by “making them carry out actions 
that destroy every possibility for action” (ibid.). He defends a pre- or trans-political 
ethics rooted in the primordial relationship between human beings. It is not that all 
forms of politics are necessarily bad, for politics often serve to ensure each individual’s 
rights, but politics is fallible. It protects against the ultimate form of violence, that is, 
against war, through temporary peace agreements, through negotiation and precarious 
measures that can be overturned at any time. For the peace aimed at by politics is 
based on a compromise of interested forces within an encompassing totality under the 
auspices of universal reason. Within such a system, each individual is reduced to an 
instance or proponent of universal reason, and their individuality is negated. Contrary to 
this, Levinas advocates a pre-political originary peace which is inherent to the original 
relationship of unique individuals, a relationship that precedes the constitution of any 
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state or totality based on roles or functional deﬁnitions of the participating members 
only (Peperzak 1993: 122-123).
If politics is itself susceptible to aestheticization, if political objectives conﬂict with 
the way in which care for self is supposed to regulate the individual’s conduct towards 
others, on what grounds can it be said to sufﬁce as measure of the ethicality of Foucault’s 
aesthetics of existence? Moreover, if we take Levinas’s unconditional openness towards 
the Other as critical yardstick, which seems appropriate given Foucault’s insistence that 
care for self fosters beneﬁcence towards others, the “practices of the self” will have to 
be assessed on their own merit and ethics will have to enjoy priority over politics – a 
hierarchy which Foucault himself subscribes to on occasion. In an interview in 1983, for 
example, Foucault admits that “what interests me is much more morals than politics” 
(1983b: 375). For the sake of argument, we shall then have to separate care of the self as 
ethical practice from its political nature – a move which, in the end, we might want to 
retract as we discover that Foucault understands “politics as an ethics” and ethics, or 
the “practices of liberty” as inherently political (ibid.).1 
One ﬁnds a similar move of “separation” or “abstraction” for the sake of argument 
in Levinas. He distinguishes between the un-/pre-ethical, egoist existent as ileity and 
the “creature” or ethical subject as two different structural moments. However, he 
retrospectively describes his own phenomenological analyses of the separation of the 
egoist existent, of the monopolistic economy of interiority, as an “abstraction”. In the 
latter part of ti, Levinas discredits economic life and conﬂates the two structural 
moments distinguished up until that point, arguing that “economic life” is not a 
realistic portrayal of the existent’s existence, because the existent is always already 
predisposed towards the Other (cf. ti, 139/112; 305/282). While being a necessary 
moment of human existence, separation or economic life is also an abstraction for the 
existent always-already has the idea of Inﬁnity. With the same movement with which 
it turns to itself, it is always-already turning to the Other. In his later “mature” works, 
economic self-positing is still implicitly presupposed (as necessary condition) but 
subjectivity is understood solely as Other-invoked, denying any preceding existential 
base. Levinas consequently seems to want to distance himself from these analyses of 
economic life which, as we shall see, ultimately testify – contrary to Levinas’s insistence 
– to the fact that the self needs the Other to save it from its always already too heavy 
materiality and existential burden.
In the ﬁrst instance, then, our attention is directed to a “level of life” 
phenomenologically prior to that in which the encounter with the Other takes place. In 
1 Foucault was certainly not unaware that his insistence upon the always already political nature of ethics makes it 
potentially ethically problematic. He would nevertheless consider Levinas’s insistence upon a “purely” ethical response, 
before or superior to the complexities and compromises of politics, utopic in the bad sense. There is never any guarantee 
that any action is or will be the right one, there is only the commitment to action and the responsibility for it. It is well 
known, for example, that Foucault supported the Iranian Revolution of 1978-1979. Even though the revolution resulted 
in new political repression, Foucault refused to dismiss the moral achievement of those responsible for the revolution.
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this sense, the existent, as Levinas refers to the substantive subject up to and including 
ti, is in this instant a wholly separate, solitudinous subject. In an analogous fashion, 
care of the self in Foucault can be thought of as the existence of a subject which 
is not yet in a relationship to others. Establishing such a link between Foucault and 
Levinas is intended to explain the notion of a self-styling individuality emerging only 
out of the reﬂexive movement of the Same. To be sure, in its aesthetics/economics of 
existence, the self encounters and uses provisional alterity to aid its auto-positing or 
self-formation. However, the self-fashioning praxis of Foucault’s subject takes place 
in another ontological order than that in which the self ﬁgures as part of the socio-
political world shared with others. Others (provisional otherness) therefore aid the self’s 
aesthetics (economics) of existence, but they do not (yet) ﬁgure as the object of our 
responsibility. This is something Levinas expresses by saying that they do not take 
place in the same time, but in different “instants” (cf. Boothroyd 1996). 
Constructing a functional analogy
What do we hope to accomplish by focusing the attention on this “level of life” which 
Levinas acknowledges as an “abstraction”? Our objective is to construct a functional 
analogy between the early Levinas’s phenomenological analyses of the separation of 
the existent, primarily developed in his earliest three works – De l’existence a l’existant 
(ee), Le temps et l’autre (ta) and Totalite et inﬁni (ti) – and the later Foucault’s notion 
of ethics (understood as care of the self) as it is developed in the second and third 
volumes of his three-part Histoire de la sexualité (La valonté de savoir (hs i); L’usage des 
plaisirs (hs ii) and Le souci de soi (hs iii)), and related essays, interviews and seminars 
of the same time. We shall argue that care of the self is functionally analogous to the 
Levinasian existent’s economic existence since they both serve to prepare or hone the 
subject to take up his/her ethical responsibility towards others. The original impetus 
for pursuing this line of argument was a defence of the ethicality of Foucault’s care of 
the self, which is, more often than not, dismissed by critics as being a self-indulgent 
narcissistic practice. If, however, care of the self proves to be functionally analogous to 
the existent’s economic existence, that is, if it too proves to be a necessary condition 
for a non-reductive responsiveness to others, it cannot be dismissed as mere narcissism. 
Levinas’s ethical thinking proved to be an appropriate critical yardstick for, as we have 
seen, Foucault himself harbours ethical aspirations akin to Levinas’s Other-valorization. 
The original format of this argument was thus conceived as a Levinasian critique of 
Foucault for it seemed that care of the self would fall short ethically when compared 
to the unconditional openness towards others advocated by Levinas. However, as we 
proceeded further along this course we discovered that Levinas’s privileging of the 
Other is ultimately at the expense of the self even though the self serves as necessary 
condition for the possibility of ethics. We consequently found the framing presumption 
change into a Foucaultian critique of Levinas. 
What appears to be a contradiction in actual fact portrays the complex pattern of 
the relation between these two thinkers. At ﬁrst, this surprising turn of events made us 
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hesitate, forced us to go back and rework everything from top to bottom. We were even 
tempted to think that to work in the midst of uncertainty was tantamount to failure, 
but if you want to write a book on Foucault you have to have the courage to stay true 
to the Foucaultian spirit (cf. Foucault 1983g: 14; hs ii, 7):
 “If you knew when you began a book what you would say at the end, do you think 
that you would have the courage to write it? What is true for writing and for a love 
relationship is true also for life. The game is worthwhile insofar as we don’t know what 
will be the end” (Foucault 1982d: 9).
The function of a functional analogy
But what exactly would be the function of constructing such a functional analogy? 
Why follow such a complex trajectory by playing what appears to be two ends of the 
ethical spectrum – care of the self and care of the other – against the middle? The 
problem that animates this theoretical balancing act is the very real and very practical 
problem of our contemporary ethical quandary which arises, as we noted in the ﬁrst 
pages, from two crucial features of our present condition: a “pluralism of authority”1 and 
“the centrality of choice in the self-constitution of postmodern agents” (Bauman 1992: 
201). This translates into a situation in which agencies have no binding norms which 
they have to obey, no (unambiguous) constraints set upon their actions. Rules that do 
emerge as a result of strife and the ensuing negotiations remain by and large precarious 
and underdetermined, while the need for new rules increases. What is at stake in 
the absence of any unquestionable prescriptive moral framework are the principles 
of non-utilitarian self-constraint of autonomous agents. Moreover, the pluralism or 
absence of indubitable authorities is conducive to the resumption by the agents of 
ethical responsibility that tended to be ceded away as long as the agencies remained 
subordinated to a uniﬁed, quasi-monopolistic legislating authority. On the one hand, 
agents now no longer enjoy the security of a moral safety net. On the other hand, 
they face the evident ambiguity and controversiality of seemingly self-serving ethical 
objectives, and thus the need to justify the values that inform their activity.
The enhanced autonomy of the agent also has ethical consequences of its own. In as 
far as the centre of gravity shifts away from heteronomous control to self-determination, 
autonomy turns into the deﬁning trait of contemporary agents. Self-monitoring, self-
reﬂection and self-evaluation become principal activities of the agents, indeed the 
mechanisms synonymous with their self-constitution. But how far are the autonomous 
powers of the agent to extend and at what point is their limit to be drawn (ibid., pp. 202-
203)? Up until now individuals have proved incapable of handling the responsibility 
that comes with ethical self-constitution – incapable of extending their self-interest to 
include that of others. After all, “[o]urs is the era of unadulterated individualism and 
the search for the good life, limited solely by the demand for tolerance (when coupled 
1 Or, as explained earlier, the absence of authority without hypocritical or uncontentious ambitions.
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with self-celebratory and scruple-free individualism, tolerance may only express itself 
as indifference)” (Bauman 1993: 2-3).
This is where Foucault and Levinas come into the picture. We look to Foucault 
because he responds to what he describes as the “absence of morality” understood as 
“obedience to a code of rules” “with an investigation which is that of an aesthetics of 
existence” (Lotringer 1996: 451). We consequently turn to Levinas because he stresses 
the need to limit the autonomous powers of the agent. According to him, the existent’s 
solitude turns out to be insufﬁcient (for its needs) and inferior (to ethico-social life) 
(ti, 179/154). 
What we therefore hope to achieve with the construction of a functional analogy 
is to establish to what extent Foucault’s care of the self contributes to countering 
our present day ethical dilemma. Does it furnish the individual with the necessary 
ethical skills to critically engage in their own ethical self-constitution? This would 
also entail a critical engagement with those moral authorities which today preach the 
spread of terror and war in the name of peace. By using Levinas’s ethical metaphysics 
with its emphasis on responsibility for others as measure, we shall come to the rather 
unexpected conclusion that aesthetics is indispensable to ethics. For in Levinas too, 
auto-personiﬁcation turns out to be the necessary condition for establishing an ethical 
relation with the other person. This is not a sufﬁcient condition however. Without an 
intervention by the Other, without a leap of faith, Levinas’s self-created, atheist self 
will remain self-occupied and oblivious to its ethical responsibility towards others. It 
therefore needs the Other to make it aware of its murderous egotistical nature. Levinas’s 
scheme consequently threatens to collapse into the binary opposition of a before and 
after: before the Other’s intervention, the existent is doomed to fully actualize its atheist 
potential. It is ethically stunted and inept, incapable of initiating any semblance of a 
generous gesture towards others. The gravitational pull of its egoism is all-consuming. 
It is riveted to being – being-for-itself. After the Other’s intervention, on the other 
hand, the subject is rendered radically passive – this time incapable of not being-for-
the-Other even before being-for-itself. 
Against the backdrop of Levinas’s ethics of Otherness, Foucault’s ethics of self-
concern paints a much more optimistic, and to our mind, more realistic picture. He 
invests or entrusts the subject with an inherent potential for ethicality, a sensibility 
educable through careful techniques of the self. Foucault’s aesthetics, aesthetics as 
sensibility-formation, establishes a range of possibility in perception, enactment, and 
responsiveness to others (Bennett 1996: 654). This is to be understood as a form of 
askesis, which is meant in the Greek sense of self-discipline rather than the Christian 
sense of self-denial.
Our research will therefore testify to the fact that an analogy also implies 
dissimilarities. The most signiﬁcant dissimilarity that emerges – and which forms 
the basis of our defence of Foucault, on the one hand, and our critique of Levinas, on 
the other – concerns the actual responsibility assumed by their respective subjects. 
Foucault’s subject can actively partake in and even initiate the ethical gesture of 
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approaching the other instead of being condemned to the passive participation in a 
hopeless amorality. To us it seems crucial that individuals resume responsibility for 
their own ethical self-constitution instead of passively and uncritically awaiting and 
accepting guidance from external sources, which can very easily amount to nothing 
more than an ethics of irresponsibility.
As will become clear, this does not amount to an argument against Levinas’s Other, 
ultimately the Lord God. It is rather an argument against Levinas’s conceptualization 
of subjectivity, which starts out ethically inept and ends up passively delivered over to 
the Other’s tutelage. It is an argument against a notion of subjectivity that ultimately 
exempts the self from assuming any responsibility and cedes it to the other. We thus 
start out using Levinas as critical yardstick to gauge the ethicality of care of the self 
and end up with a Foucaultian critique of Levinas’s notion of subjectivity.
As we shall see, Foucault construes the self “as an object of a complex and difﬁcult 
elaboration” (Foucault 1983a: 41); “technologies of the self” are the means through 
which individuals effect “a certain number of operations on their own bodies and souls, 
thoughts, conducts, and way of being, so as to transform themselves in order to attain a 
certain state of happiness, purity, wisdom, perfection, or immortality” (Foucault 1982b: 
18). To be sure, it is not quite clear from these formulations who or what is directing 
these “elaborations” and “operations” and what ends they serve. Is the transformation of 
self a matter of socially imposed normalization? Or are techniques “of” self normalizing 
pressures internalized by the self and applied to itself? Or do such technologies afford 
opportunities for reﬂective modiﬁcation of the self by the self? Foucault suggests that 
it is impossible to discern exactly the relative weight of these three in the formation 
of any given self. Foucault’s early work with its emphasis on power and knowledge 
accentuated the ﬁrst two modalities of self-formation. Foucault’s later work, however, 
also afﬁrms a project of aesthetic inscription: sensibility appears to some extent 
susceptible to self-conscious craft. Here Foucault foregrounds the last modality of self-
formation, that is, the reﬂective modiﬁcation of the self by the self. “If the point of 
his early genealogies was to expose the project of individuality as a ruse of power and 
to disrupt our association of self-discipline with freedom, the point of the later work 
is to enunciate the more complex thesis that there is no self without discipline, no 
discipline that does not also harbour opportunities for artistic practice, and no ethics 
without aesthetics” (Bennett 1996: 656). Foucault (1983a: 50) conceives of his analyses 
of the “limits that are imposed upon us” to be at the same time “an experiment with 
the possibility of going beyond them”. The possibility of transgressing the limits of 
subjectivity therefore facilitates increased freedom.
Ethics and its ambiguous relation to freedom
In fact, the later Foucault insists upon a non-negotiable relation between ethics and 
freedom. Ethics, according to him, should be understood as “the practice of liberty, 
the deliberate practice of liberty”. He writes, “[l]iberty is the ontological condition 
of ethics. But ethics is the deliberate form assumed by liberty” (Foucault 1984a: 4). 
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The essence of Foucault’s ethical project therefore consists in the struggle for and the 
practice of freedom. 
Upon closer examination of Foucault’s conception of power the question arises 
concerning the kind of “freedom” that can coexist with ubiquitous, productive power. 
Foucaultian freedom is obviously not equivalent to the Kantian idea of an autonomous 
rational will. The difference between Foucault and Kant lies in their respective 
conceptions of the “practice of freedom”. For Kant, it is respect for the law alone that 
allows us to decide the morality of an action. Foucault, on the other hand, repeatedly 
stresses that the Greeks had very few codes and prohibitions and strict adherence to 
these was never an object of great moral concern. What was important was the necessity 
of the subject determining and expressing, not only his will, but also his way of being 
through action. Thus, in clear opposition to the subject’s subjection to the law, Foucault 
advocates an ethics that can be deﬁned from the “conduct” of the individual – the way 
in which he gives “deliberate form” to his liberty. Foucault therefore refuses to reduce 
ethics to a matter of reason or to deﬁne freedom in opposition to a system of external 
restraints. Instead he resigniﬁes freedom by locating it in relation to a historically 
situated rationality. His is a heteronomous freedom. A subject can indeed experience 
“freedom” and feel the exhilaration of changing or even reinventing itself. But this 
liberatory self-creation should not be construed as a transcendence of power. It consists, 
rather, in tentative explorations of the outer edges of the current regime of subjectivity. 
These transgressive engagements with the frontier foreground the possibility of new 
conﬁgurations of and for identity. These novelties are nevertheless still a function of the 
institutional matrix that helps to deﬁne them, that is, they are implicated in historically 
contingent practices of power. Greenblatt (1980), whom Foucault cites, argues “that the 
freedom of arts of the self consists not in self-creation itself but in the experience of 
self-formation in the face of all the other forces that fashion us” (Simons 1995: 76). By 
persisting in the quest for individualized self-direction, freedom becomes attainable.
But what, might one ask, is particularly ethical about creating oneself anew in 
order not to be subjected? Even if it succeeds in giving new impetus to “the undeﬁned 
work of freedom” as Foucault (1983a: 46) seems to believe, what precisely makes this 
increased freedom ethical?
In and of itself increased freedom is obviously not necessarily ethical. Those readers 
familiar with Levinas will know that a considerable part of his ﬁrst major work, 
Totalité et inﬁni is devoted to this very issue – to the critique of the unquestioned 
valorization of freedom – and that this critique precisely concerns freedom’s relation to 
the individual, egoist subject. For Levinas, freedom is suspect because it denotes the 
ability of maintaining oneself against the other, not allowing the same to be alienated 
by the other, but to ensure the autarky of the I (ti, 46/16). Freedom, therefore, is “the 
determination of the other by the same” and “[t]his imperialism of the same is the 
whole essence of freedom”. “To welcome the Other”, on the other hand, “is to put 
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in question that freedom” (ti, 85-87/57-59). Ethics, for Levinas, therefore constitutes 
that moment when the egoist existent’s arbitrary freedom is curbed, when it learns to 
recognize and respect the rights of others and its responsibility for others instead of just 
using or assimilating alterity to serve its own egoist economy.1
We shall ﬁnd that the secret to the ethicality of Foucault’s valorization of freedom 
is to be found in his emphasis on the deliberate practice of and the deliberate form 
assumed by freedom. In other words, for Foucault too, freedom does not consist in the 
unlimited gratiﬁcation of our drives and desires and care of the self is not a practice 
of self-indulgence but of self-critique. The question is to what extent these practices 
or techniques of self can police themselves. Is a regulatory or critical principle not 
by its very nature and of necessity something introduced from outside? According to 
Levinas, the self needs the Other to make it aware of its own shortcomings. Foucault’s 
ethical self, which chooses and enforces its own norms and values, would seem to risk 
succumbing to the threat of solipsism. Is Foucault’s ethics exempt from the Levinasian 
insistence that the existent cannot save itself by itself, that salvation can only come from 
elsewhere, from beyond? We shall have to see to what extent Foucault’s aspirations of 
realizing an ethics understood as a “critical ontology of ourselves” (1983a: 47) are in 
fact critical – to what extent this sensibility is educable. This translates back into the 
problem of how one can stay true to the other by caring for the self. 
In our conclusive chapter, which will constitute the second and deﬁnitive stage 
of our defence of care of the self, we shall ﬁnd that the key to other-responsiveness in 
Foucault is to be found, not outside of the self, but in the repetition of the same. We 
shall ﬁnd that Foucault’s unwillingness to think the Other in terms of the opposite 
of the Same/Self, that is, in terms of a dialectical reversal, has been misconstrued 
as a lack of respect or responsibility for the Other. It will be argued that Foucault’s 
strategy regarding alterity testiﬁes to an awareness of the evil wired into our customary 
habits of thought and understanding – their pathological reduction of alterity to ﬁt the 
conceptual framework of the prevailing rationality. The repetition of the same, of the 
practices of the self, on the other hand, avoids this pitfall by allowing differences to 
exist as such – uncompromised by good sense or dialectics, acategorically afﬁrmed. 
1 Later, in AE, Levinas will even insist that the existent’s freedom has nothing to do with ethics: “The responsibility 
for the other can not have begun in my commitment, in my decision. The unlimited responsibility in which I ﬁnd myself 
comes from the hither side of my freedom, from a ‘prior to every memory’, and ‘ulterior to every accomplishment’, from 
the non-present par excellence, the non-original, the an-archical, prior to or beyond essence. The responsibility for the 
other is the locus in which is situated the null-site of subjectivity…” (AE, 10/12). Levinas will nevertheless at the same 
time insist that the subject does have a choice.
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The argument and its execution
This Part will be devoted to the later Foucault’s turn to ethics. We shall ﬁrst brieﬂy 
situate it within the broader framework of his lifelong fascination with knowledge, power 
and the self. The ﬁrst two sections will subsequently explore Foucault’s rendering of 
Greek and Greco-Roman practices of ethical self-formation. After a critical assessment 
of the practicability and ethicality of care of the self  (Section iii), we shall launch our 
defence of the thesis that the aesthetic is indispensable to ethics in Part ii. To this 
end, Levinas’s early phenomenological analyses of the existent’s auto-positing will be 
used as touchstone. We shall come to the rather surprising conclusion that it is not 
care of the self that falls short when compared to Levinas’s insistence upon our inﬁnite 
responsibility towards the Other, but the other way around. It will be argued that 
Levinas’s conception of subjectivity not only caricaturizes human ethical inaptitude (by 
portraying the existent as a “hungry stomach without ears”), but also renders the ethical 
subject, which comes into being by virtue of the Other’s invocation, radically passive. 
The worrisome consequence of this conception of subjectivity is that responsibility 
becomes the Other’s responsibility, since of its own accord, the self is incapable of taking 
any ethical initiative. Contrary to this version of subjectivity, Foucault believes the self 
to be educable. In other words, he sees the subject not as a substance, but as a form 
– receptive, responsive and responsible precisely because of its ability to be moulded 
and formed through disciplined and repetitive practices of the self. 
This picture of subjectivity emerges in Foucault’s genealogy of ethics, in his journey 
to Greece, which has always been avowedly motivated by present concerns rather 
than a disinterested curiosity about the past (Foucault 1992a: 31/35). As we shall see, 
Foucault’s return to antiquity was motivated by his desire to develop a contemporary 
“post-moral(ity)” ethics of self-transformation. Foucault nevertheless never properly 
developed an “ethics”, for he did not believe in alternative solutions and he certainly 
did not want to construct anything that might be construed as a prescriptive code 
distinguishing between right and wrong. His conception of ethics as the self’s relation 
to itself precisely testiﬁes to his hostility towards morality exclusively deﬁned by its 
adherence to a punitive moral code. We shall therefore refrain from any attempt to 
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derive an explicit ethical model. Instead we shall analyse his Histoire de la sexualité with 
emphasis on those elements which might provide some clues for a present-day practice 
of ethical self-formation. In the process, we shall highlight those aspects which we 
believe function analogously to Levinas’s “economics” of existence to elucidate in what 
way the aesthetic is a necessary condition for the possibility of becoming ethical. This 
connection will then be more fully explored in Part ii.
Introducing the later Foucault’s project
In the late Foucault’s conception of ethical subjectivity, in which the subject creates 
itself through care, the one who determines and the one who is determined by it, 
coincide. Matter, the determining rationality that forms it, and the form it takes 
on intersect in the subject.1 Or, put differently, the subject and the object (or the 
artist and the artwork) cohere in the self-creating subject. This subject ﬁnds itself in 
a world devoid of a deﬁnitive moral authority, characterized instead by a proliferation 
of competing and often contradictory moral frameworks. It consequently has to decide 
for itself what to do and how to act, that is, its concern is ethical.2 Following the 
liquidation of the concept of the transcendental subject – we all vividly recall Foucault’s 
grand and prophetic gesture when he spoke of the erasure of man like a ﬁgure drawn 
in sand at the edge of the sea (1970a: 387) – “Man” was decentred, recognized as 
historical construct and being human was restored to its ﬁnite existence in the world. 
For Foucault, the subject’s restoration to the world and to history, the realization that 
man is not given, left us with only one option, that is, to create the subject ourselves 
(1983a: 351). And so the subject is reconceived as individual agency characterized by 
autarky and auto-affection. It appears as site of resistance opposed to all those material, 
historical, economic, discursive and linguistic structures, practices and drives that 
constitute subjectivity and of which the subject is an effect.3 In short, it is opposed to 
the subject as subject.
1 Foucault (1984: 10) insists that the subject “is not a substance; it is a form and this form is not above all or always 
identical to itself”. The subject takes on different forms depending on whether he acts as a political subject or as a 
desiring subject, for example. We must thus understand Foucault’s subject not as an essential unchanging substance, 
but as a malleable form. His notion of “self-creation” nevertheless implies that some part of the subject works on some 
other part of the subject to reshape it.
2 Foucault (1983a: 343) identiﬁes the ethical problems that we face today with the Greeks’ situation although he is 
not seeking to ﬁnd an alternative solution for today’s ethical dilemma in their answers: “Well, I wonder if our problems 
nowadays is not, in a way, similar to this one, since most of us no longer believe that ethics is founded in religion, nor 
do we want a legal system to intervene in our moral, personal, private life. Recent liberation movements suffer from the 
fact that they cannot ﬁnd any principle on which to base the elaboration of a new ethics…I am struck by this similarity 
of problems.”
3 These brief introductory remarks should not cause the reader to misunderstand Foucault. He is not proposing that 
the subject can ever entirely be “outside” of power, but rather that this fact “does not entail the necessity of accepting 
an inescapable form of domination (Gordon (Ed.) 1980: 141, my emphasis). The struggle against the submission 
of subjectivity (Foucault 1982a: 212) is precisely possible because it takes place in the same place as power. If we 
understand the exercise of power as a mode of action upon the action of others, the freedom to act and to react 
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Subjectum and/or subjectus | Foucault’s peculiar (re)turn to the self should thus be 
understood in light of a fundamental ambiguity inherent to the philosophical category 
of the “subject” in Western thought. Étienne Balibar (1994: 8) points to an objective 
“play on words” rooted in the very history of language and institutions. He is referring 
to the fact that we translate as “subject” not only the neutral, impersonal notion of 
subjectum, i.e. an individual substance or a material substratum for properties, but we 
also translate as “subject” the personal notion of a subjectus: a political and juridical 
term, which refers to subjection or submission, i.e. the fact that an individual person is 
subjected to the more or less absolute, more or less legitimate authority of a superior 
power, e.g. a “sovereign”. This sovereign may be another human or supra-human, or an 
“inner” sovereign or master, or even simply a transcendent law. Balibar wants to focus 
our attention on the following dilemma: “why is it that the very name which allows 
modern philosophy to think and designate the originary freedom of the human being 
– the name of ‘subject’1 – is precisely the name which historically meant suppression 
of freedom, or at least an intrinsic limitation of freedom, i.e. subjection?” Framed in 
different terms: if freedom means freedom of the subject/s, is it because there is, in 
“subjectivity”, an originary source of spontaneity and autonomy, something irreducible 
to objective constraints and determinations? Or is it rather because “freedom” can only 
be the result and counterpart of liberation, emancipation, becoming free: a relational 
trajectory, which starts with subjection but also implies a struggle against it?2 
Ancient man was ﬁrst and foremost subjectum, i.e. an individual substance or a 
material substratum for properties. To be sure, he also had a relation to subjection, 
dependency and obedience, but the man-citizen of the Greek polis, his autonomy and 
reciprocity, his relations of equality, are incompatible with the external subjection 
typical of women or slaves, for example. Even the young boy who offered himself as the 
obliging object of another’s pleasure, who temporarily assumed the “inferior” position 
of passive partner, was still considered “more superior” (hs ii, 215-216/237-238). And 
when Socrates taught Alcibiades in Plato’s Alcibiades I that he had to take care of the 
self, that is, the soul, it was in order “to gain personal power over all others both inside 
and outside the city” (Foucault 1982b: 23, 25).3
is implicit to power. That is why resistance to power can only occur amidst relations of power (ibid., p. 221; Gordon (Ed.) 
1980: 142). In other words, being situated amidst the forces that constitute subjectivity does not mean that we cannot 
counter them through self-creation – unless these forces amount to a physical determination.
1 Here Balibar (1994: 9) refers to the fact that the main characteristic of “morality” in Kant’s philosophy is that it 
provides the subject with its own essential “autonomy”. 
2 For Foucault, as we shall see, practices of liberty are inextricably linked to liberation. This only becomes clear when 
one understands his distinction between power and domination. States of domination occur when relations of power 
become ﬁrmly set and congealed instead of allowing free and variable actions upon the actions of others. In such cases 
of domination in which the reversibility of movement has been blocked, liberation becomes the condition for any practice 
of liberty. Foucault maintains that “[l]iberation opens up new relationships of power, which have to be controlled by 
practices of liberty” (1984a: 3-4).
3 This faculty seminar, in which Foucault discusses the notion of “technologies of the self”, was never realized in book 
format, but originally presented at the University of Vermont in 1982.
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The decline of the ancient world was accompanied by the emergence of another 
ﬁgure exempliﬁed by Christian man. The subject’s subjection was now interpreted 
as (willing) obedience, coming from inside, coming from the soul. This subjectus or 
subditus, is subjected to the sovereign, the lord, ultimately the Lord God. In this respect 
obedience does not designate an inferior degree of humanity, but on the contrary a 
superior destination, the guarantee of future salvation. The ﬁgure of the inner subject 
emerges, who confronts or is confronted by a transcendental law, both theological 
and political, religious (therefore also moral) or imperial (monarchical) – because he 
hears it, because in order to be able to hear it, he has to be called by it. The subject is 
basically a responsible, or an accountable subject, which means that he has to respond and 
give an account of his actions and intentions, before another person, who righteously 
interpellates him, such as a Transcendent Other, for example. The subject is subjected 
and this subjection is the very condition of any reciprocity (Balibar 1994: 9).
From knowledge to power and finally to the self
What interested Foucault was certain forms of subjectivization inasmuch as they 
correspond to certain forms of subjection, and beyond that, “the struggle against forms 
of subjection – against the submission of subjectivity” (Foucault 1982a: 213). This led 
him from knowledge to power and ﬁnally to the self. In fact, he maintains that the 
general theme of his research has always been the subject (209). Recognizing that the 
subject is a historical construct, he exchanged the “what is” question of ontology for 
historiographical research with which to excavate the cultural practices that have made 
us what we are. Archaeology refers to the method of analysis of the general characteristics 
of discursive practices. Foucault then shifted his focus from these institutionalized 
discursive practices to power relations – from the analysis of the internal ordering 
of existing knowledge structures of the human sciences to the external workings of 
power relations. The archaeology of knowledge investigated the ways in which man 
was constituted on a theoretical level from “within” by the human sciences, whereas 
the genealogy of power was aimed at how man is practically moulded and remoulded 
from “without” by power relations. Man appeared as both the object and the subject of 
contingent normalizing discourses resulting from power/knowledge constellations.
 For Foucault, knowledge and truth do not set us free as is often assumed, but are 
accessory to normalizing power which categorizes individuals and marks them by their 
own individuality. Moreover, by internalizing these imposed identities we participate 
in our own subjection – we constitute ourselves as subjects. On the one hand, Foucault 
insists that “[w]e must promote new forms of subjectivity through the refusal of this 
kind of individuality which has been imposed on us for several centuries” (1982a: 216). 
On the other hand and at the same time, he is aware that the very project of self-
constitution is itself not exempt from the insidious workings of that form of power 
which make individuals subjects. Here Foucault explicitly refers to the two meanings 
of the word subject: “subject to someone else by control and dependence, and tied to 
his own identity by a conscience or self-knowledge. Both meanings suggest a form 
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of power which subjugates and makes subject to (212). Not that everything is bad, 
says Foucault, “but … everything is dangerous”. And if everything is dangerous, no 
alternative or possible solution is going to lead to a ﬁnal liberation, but will simply 
be recovered by the prevailing order. Foucault does not hope to liberate us once and 
for all from all domination and danger, but to make us conscious of the ignorance 
cultivated and enforced by our most noble disciplines, institutions, professions and 
forms of knowledge. To this end, Foucault attempts the “genealogy of problems, of 
problématiques”. He maintains that if everything is dangerous, we always have something 
to do. He therefore insists that his position does not lead to apathy but to a hyper- and 
pessimistic activism (Foucault 1983a: 343).
Self-creation and self-refusal | What we have to do is to “refuse what we are” (Foucault 
1982a: 216) or at least those parts of our identities that undermine our autonomy – that 
is, if we can distinguish them. The problem is that the very power structures that 
individualize us are also responsible for our subjection. That is why Foucault does 
not propose half measures but a thoroughgoing pessimistic activism which entails 
a two-pronged ethical sensibility: (1) to resist imposed subjugation on the one hand, 
we have to create ourselves anew through care; and (2) to resist internalized and thus 
self-imposed subjugation as well as the colonization of newly created subject identities 
on the other hand, we have to overcome ourselves. Proper care of the self, understood as 
an effort to afﬁrm one’s liberty (Lotringer 1996: 451), thus consists in violation of the 
self – I have to reject that which is imposed, but also that which I create anew for no 
alternative is free from those power structures that will eventually enslave us. 
Some people admittedly lead ﬂourishing lives in “bondage”.1 For them freedom 
entails a hellish responsibility which has nothing to do with “proper” care of the self. 
Foucault has to be extremely radical to awaken us to the danger inherent to things that 
are not necessarily experienced as bad. At bottom he probably considers complacency 
to be the biggest danger to our liberty.
Foucault had already addressed the issue of the self in the ﬁrst volume of Histoire 
de la sexualité, La Valonté de savoir (1976), but there he was still concerned with the 
objectiﬁcation of the self by the “increasing valorization of the discourse on sex” (hs 
i, 23/33, 70/93-94). What is of immediate interest in this volume is his critique of 
a certain conception of power which he terms “juridico-discursive”: “Confronted by 
a power that is (prohibitive) law, the subject who is constituted as subject – who is 
“subjected” – is he who obeys (85/112). Here he warns against a form of subjectivization 
which takes the form of subjection when the individual submits to a prohibitive law. 
1 Humour me if you will and think for example of Andy and Larry Wachowski’s The Matrix, a movie that has, I admit, 
been overexploited by pseudo-intellectuals. Here it provides us with a particularly vivid example of how people can lead 
ﬂourishing lives while unfree, that is, while being “plugged into” the codiﬁed virtual universe that simulate our everyday 
reality. It furthermore illustrates how liberation can inaugurate a difﬁcult and precarious existence, and that some 
individuals even prefer the simulation to reality.
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 In the second and third volumes of Histoire de la sexualité, Foucault attempts, in the 
context of ancient Greek and Greco-Roman culture, to illustrate how one’s relationship 
to oneself can be lived. In antiquity, the hermeneutics of the self was constituted by 
the precept to take care of the self, a practice subtended by an aesthetics of existence. 
For the Greeks, this precept had precedence over the Delphic principle, gnothi sauton 
(“know yourself”), or put differently, it constituted the condition for the possibility of 
knowledge of the self. In modern times, and certainly in our philosophical tradition, 
the hierarchy of the two principles had been inverted: knowledge of the self now 
constitutes the most important moral principle, whereas the notion of care of the self 
has become rather suspect. According to Foucault, there are various reasons for this 
inversion: amongst them is the fact that we have come to respect external law instead 
of respect for the self as the basis for morality, and to seek the rules for acceptable 
behaviour in relations with others (Foucault 1982b: 22). 
Care of the self is a transgressive experience insofar as the self, as work of art, is no longer 
the passive product or construct of an external system of constraint and prescriptions, 
but the active agent of its own formation. Foucault understands transgression as a 
“limit-attitude”, that is, a practical critique that takes shape as the constant possibility 
of transgressing one’s limits (1983a: 45). It is a process through which pressure is 
consistently exerted on the borders of the current regime of subjectivity, not to reject 
them, for we need these borders as that which deﬁnes us. We apply pressure upon 
speciﬁc limits to expose the defects where change is practicable and beneﬁcial, and 
to establish which form the alterations is to take (47). “We have to move beyond the 
outside-inside alternative; we have to be at the frontiers” (45). According to Foucault, 
this is the only way in which we can subvert our existing subjugating subject identities 
and re-constitute them differently.
Accordingly, in his late work Foucault no longer conceives of subjectivity as 
a product of power, but as the result of techniques of subjectivization which may 
indeed have connections with techniques of power but are essentially distinct from 
them. In short, he shifts emphasis from the problematic of subjectivizing subjection 
(assujetissement) to that of subjectivization (subjectivation) (Visker 1995: 88). This entails 
the promotion of new forms of subjectivity subtended by an ethical sensibility which is 
not based on a corpus of prescriptive rules of conduct or on a normative framework that 
would be universal, abstract, formal and rationally grounded, but on an “aesthetics of 
existence”… 
“those intentional and voluntary actions by which men not only set themselves rules of 
conduct, but also seek to transform themselves, to change themselves in their singular 
being, and to make their lives into an oeuvre that carries certain aesthetic values and 
meets certain stylistic criteria” (hs ii, 10-11/16-17).
This aesthetics of existence requires a very strict (self-imposed) ethical concern,1 a self-
1 Foucault 1983a: 341: “…the principle aim, the principle target of this kind of ethics (Stoic ethics) was an aesthetic 
one. First, this kind of ethics was only a problem of personal choice. Second, it was reserved for a few people 
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mastery which, according to the Nietzschean formulation, enables one to integrate 
all of your character traits to form a coherent individuality: “It will be the strong and 
domineering natures that enjoy their ﬁnest gaiety in such constraint and perfection 
under a law of their own; the passion of their tremendous will relents in the face of all 
stylized nature. …Conversely, it is the weak characters without power over themselves 
that hate the constraint of style” (Nietzsche 1974: 232-233, sec. 290). The arts of the self 
thus consist in a stylization of conduct through disciplined practices of the self. What 
we have to learn from the artists – “if we want to be the poets of our life” (ibid., pp. 239-
240, sec. 299) – is that the creation of form is not a matter of spontaneity, impulsiveness, 
licentious abandon or unbridled energy. Rather, the secret is the realization that the 
feeling of freedom and creative capacity is greatest when one acts out of necessity 
(Nehamas 1985: 195). 
Of course the Nietzschean distinction between “strong and domineering natures” 
and “weak characters” immediately invites a Marxist critique. It can be read as an 
indication that the practice of self-creation reinforces the built-in inequalities in society. 
Those born into privileged positions with easy access to resources will inevitably create 
themselves bigger and better and so the strong will become stronger and the weak 
increasingly disempowered.1 But then again, Foucault’s own insistence was more 
democratic, asking why “everyone’s life couldn’t become a work of art” (Foucault 1983c: 
350, my emphasis). Moreover, this line of criticism would ignore the fact that Foucault 
advocates self-creation precisely because it offers an alternative to subjection, because it 
is aimed at countering limiting subject identities imposed upon us from the outside.
In his/her effort to become ethical – and consequently freer – the Foucaultian 
subject engages in certain technologies of the self, practical tests, self-examinations 
and disciplined exercises with the common goal of conversion to the self (hs iii, 58-65/74-
82). As self-converted, the self is ﬁnally freed from all dependencies and enslavements, 
master of him/herself and able to delight in him/herself (ibid., p. 65/82). It is a matter 
of personal choice, a process through which one’s existence, one’s bios, is shaped as an 
aesthetic piece of art without any reference to any authoritarian system (1983a: 348). 
Care of the self thus prepares the subject to become an ethical subject, that is, to take 
up his/her ethical responsibility towards others. If I care correctly for myself, I will, per 
deﬁnition, be obligated to care correctly for others.2 Being master of my excessive and 
in the population; it was not a question of giving a pattern of behaviour for everybody. It was a personal choice for a 
small elite.” 
1 Along the same lines, Callinicos (1989: 90) points out that there are certain limits to the process of self-creation. In 
this game we are not all equal. For example, every individual’s particular characteristics circumscribe his/her self-creation. 
“If I am tone-deaf or blind then I cannot appreciate, let alone produce music or painting respectively”. Furthermore, an 
individual’s past actions – “an act of personal or political betrayal, for example” – inescapably shape the rest of his/her 
life. A bad temper can undermine important relationships with others. According to Callinicos, unalterable characteristics 
shade off into those which can be modiﬁed, but the fact remains, self-creation is constrained by one’s character and 
history. There are also constraints, Callinicos continues, that are shared by all or many individuals. There is the matter of 
brute inequalities in resources which ﬁnd expression above all in class divisions. 
2 As we pointed out in our introductory chapter, Foucault explains that for the Greeks, care for self implied 
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violent impulses, my conduct towards others is regulated and because I am completely 
independent, my interaction with others is never exploitative. Because care of the self 
trains the individual to become ethical, it is already ethical in itself. However, according 
to Foucault, the Greeks would not have the care for others precede the care for self. For 
them, “care for self took moral precedence in the measure that the relationship to self 
took ontological precedence” (Foucault 1984a: 7). 
Later we shall see that Foucault puts great emphasis on the fact that care of the 
self was not a solitary but a thoroughly social practice, that it generated exchanges and 
relationships between individuals. However, in this context, others did not feature as 
ends in themselves but as aids in the self’s aesthetic self-formation. To what extent 
interaction with others actually went beyond self-concern can only be gauged by the 
example set by extraordinary individuals such as Socrates. Socrates lived to teach the 
Athenians to take care of themselves and died for the sake of the rightful education of 
the youth of Athens, ultimately for his faithfulness to the Logos (cf. Hadot 1995: 93-
94). Foucault’s silence on the subject of responsibility (cf. Smart 1995b: 99) invites the 
question of how and to what extent care for self actually translates into care for others 
when it comes to the everyday lives of ordinary individuals. To be sure, Foucault insists 
that both the freedom of the subject as well as the relationship to others constitute the 
very matter of ethics (Foucault 1984a: 20). As we shall see, much attention is given 
to ethics as the way in which the subject gives deliberate form to his freedom. It is 
the second aspect, the relationship to others, that ultimately forms the crux of the 
criticism levelled against Foucault.
In what follows we shall take a closer look at Foucault’s reading of the ancient 
practice of self-formation as he excavates it in the second and third volumes of Histoire 
de la sexualité. Most secondary literature gloss over the content of these volumes either 
to make it ﬁt their own critical agenda or to criticize what they consider to be a 
wrongful interpretation of the original ancient texts. Our concern is not hermeneutical 
however. What we are interested in is how Foucault goes about deducing an ethics 
form the ancients which (1) secures increased freedom for the subject, and (2) fosters 
non-reductive responsiveness towards others. To this end, the following two sections 
will be devoted to an exposition of Foucault’s historiographical reconstruction of Greco-
Roman “experience”. 
complex relations with others, “in the measure where this ethos of freedom is also a way of caring for others”. It also 
involves others in the measure that they aid care of the self in their capacity as masters, friends, guides or counsellors. 
Foucault stresses that the problem of the relationship with others is present all along the development of care of the 
self  (Foucault 1984a: 7).
SECT ION I :  WRIT ING A H ISTORY OF “ETHICS”
Chapter 1: The history of sexuality
1.1 Studying “experience”
Michel Foucault’s readers are immediately struck by the philosophical nature of 
his reﬂections which purport to be histories. In fact, his very choice of history is 
philosophical and is used as a means of approaching philosophical problems. The aim 
of his “histories” was therefore not to accurately reconstitute, record or even resuscitate 
bygone eras and events.1 He wanted to study experience. Experience, according to Foucault, 
is the result of the interplay between three axes – types of understanding, forms of 
normality, and modes of relation to oneself and others.2 An experience thus conjoins 
“a ﬁeld of study [connaissance] (with its own concepts, theories, diverse disciplines), a 
collection of rules (which differentiates the permissible from the forbidden, natural 
from the monstrous, normal from pathological… etc.), a mode of relation between the 
individual and himself” (Foucault 1984b: 333-334).3 “Experience” is therefore analysable 
in an archeo-genealogical way, that is, by reference to power and knowledge. However, 
that would appear to leave the mysterious new third axis unaccounted for. How does 
“the modality of relation to oneself” (336-338) ﬁt into the scheme of experience? Can it 
be studied independently, or is it too intrinsically related to the other two axes, just 
like knowledge cannot be understood independently of the workings of power and vice 
versa? The speciﬁc project of Histoire de la sexualité was the result of Foucault’s desire 
to analyse this third axis of experience. Not that sexuality does not – like madness, 
sickness, or criminality – also constitute a locus of experience which includes a domain 
of knowledge, a system of rules4, and a model for relations to the self. The third axis 
1 In this regard, Paul Veyne (1993: 7) comments: “Greek ethics is quite dead and Foucault judged it as undesirable 
as it would be impossible to resuscitate this ethics; but he considered one of its elements, namely the idea of a work of 
the self on the self, to be capable of reacquiring a contemporary meaning, in the manner of one of those pagan temple 
columns that are occasionally reutilized in more recent structures”.
2 Cf. HS II, 4/10: “What I planned, therefore, was a history of the experience of sexuality, where experience 
is understood as the correlation between ﬁelds of knowledge, types of normativity, and forms of subjectivity in a 
particular culture”. 
3 Curiously enough, this “Preface” to The history of sexuality Volume II that appears in the Rabinow anthology is 
to be found in neither the French nor the English edition of the actual text.
4 That is, “the workings of Power” or “techniques for ‘governing’ individuals – for ‘guiding their conduct’” 
(Foucault 1984b: 337-338).
Part I: Foucault’s Ethics36
nevertheless seems different from the other two, if only because it does not refer to 
objective conditions (power and knowledge), but introduces the reﬂective dimension of 
subjectivity. The notion of experience therefore designates neither a purely objective set 
of material conditions serving as an infrastructure nor a purely subjective process.1 
According to Foucault, the relative importance of these three axes varies from one 
experience to the next. Some experiences are more “objectively” determined, whereas 
others are more “subjectively” determined. When studying the experience of madness, 
for example, he focused his attention on the formation of domains of knowledge. Then, 
using the example of punitive practices, he explored the second axis, the relation to 
rules. When it came to studying the experience of sexuality, knowledge and power 
were still relevant but the “relative importance of the last element [“the modality 
of relation to the self”] recommends it as a guiding thread for the very history of 
this experience and its formation” (Foucault 1984b: 337-338). In the course of our 
own analysis we shall then also explore how knowledge and power (the “objective” 
determinants of an experience) impact on the self’s relation to itself. We shall ﬁnd 
that the self’s cultivation of a relation to itself – the process of self-formation or what 
Foucault calls an “aesthetics of existence” – is an ethical endeavour. It is ethical therein 
that it seeks to secure increased freedom for the individual. Put differently, the self’s 
relation to itself becomes a site of resistance – resistance against an overdetermination 
by power and knowledge.
1.2 A change of plans
The ﬁrst volume of The history of sexuality, La Volonté de savoir, was published in 1976. 
Its cover announced the ﬁve forthcoming volumes that would complete Foucault’s 
project. Volume 2  would focus on the prehistory of our modern experience of sexuality, 
speciﬁcally the problematization of sex in early Christianity. Volumes 3-5 were to 
concentrate on some of the major ﬁgures of the eighteenth and nineteenth century 
around which the problematics of sex centred: the sexuality of children, especially the 
problem of childhood masturbation (Volume 3); the ways in which sexuality had been 
invested in the female body (Volume 4); and the nineteenth century phenomenon of 
the pervert (Volume 5). The sixth and ﬁnal volume was to trace the ways in which 
theoretical and practical treatises on population and race were linked to the history of 
“biopolitics” (Gutting (Ed.) 1994:117; Hoy (Ed.) 1986: 230).2 
However, his published volumes and the forthcoming fourth volume, left 
unpublished at his death, markedly diverged from that announced project. The most 
1 In this regard, also see Han 2002: 152-7. She uncovers a contradiction in Foucault’s deﬁnition of “experience”. 
It is simultaneously deﬁned as an overall structure and as one of the elements (along with power and knowledge) 
supposedly united by this structure. She further asks, if experience “must unite both objective (knowledge and power) 
and subjective elements (“forms of self-consciousness”), while being itself neither objective nor subjective, how can it 
be understood?”
2 Arnold Davidson derived his understanding of Foucault’s original project both from remarks made by Foucault in La 
volonté de savoir (HS I) and from conversations with him in 1976 just after the publication of that volume. Also 
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obvious divergence was the immense chronological displacement or reorientation to the 
ancient world. The reason for this displacement was that the experience of sexuality in 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was decisively informed by systems of knowledge 
arising from biology, medicine and psychiatry, and by the imposition of normative 
systems of power (education, medicine and law, for example) on sexual behaviour. In 
pursuit of his analysis of the forms of relation to the self, Foucault found himself 
“…spanning eras in a way that took me farther and farther from the chronological 
outline I had ﬁrst decided on, both in order to address myself to periods when the effect 
of scientiﬁc knowledge and the complexity of normative systems were less, and in order 
to eventually make out forms of relation to the self different from those characterizing 
the experience of sexuality. And that is how, …I ended up placing the work’s emphasis 
on what was to have been simply the point of departure of historical background… I 
tried to analyze the formation of a certain mode of relation to the self in the experience 
of the ﬂesh. This called for a marked chronological displacement, because it became 
obvious that I should study the period in late antiquity when the principle elements 
of the Christian ethic of the ﬂesh were being formulated. And it led in turn to a 
rearrangement of my original plan, a considerable delay in publication… But I reﬂected 
that, after all, it was best to sacriﬁce a deﬁnite program to a promising line of approach. 
I also reminded myself that it probably would not be worth the trouble of making 
books if they failed to teach the author something he hadn’t known before, if they 
didn’t lead to unforeseen places, and if they didn’t disperse one toward a strange and 
new relation with himself” (Foucault 1984b: 339).
When Volume 2, L’usage des plaisirs, and Volume 3, Le souci de soi, ﬁnally appeared in 
1984 their content testiﬁed to this profound chronological reorientation. The former 
studied problems of sex in classical Greek thought, while the latter analysed these 
problems as they appeared in Greek and Latin texts of the ﬁrst and second centuries 
ad. In the introduction to Volume 2, which also introduced his new project, Foucault 
reconceptualized the entire aim of his history of sexuality and presented a set of 
concepts not present in Volume 1. The most signiﬁcant philosophical consequence of 
his reorientation was Foucault’s conceptualization of ethics, his theoretical elaboration 
of ethics as a framework for interpreting these Greek and Roman problematizations of 
sex (Gutting (Ed.) 1994: 117-118).
1.3 The subject and power 
Foucault’s newfound preoccupation with ethics was a response to our present condition of 
ever diminishing freedom. His historical investigation into what we are today took the 
form of a critique genealogical in design and archaeological in method. Archaeological 
therein that it “will seek to treat the instances of discourse that articulate what we 
think, say, and do as so many historical events. And this critique will be genealogical 
see Didier Eribon’s account of Foucault’s change of plans (Eribon 1991: 317-321).
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in the sense that it will not deduce from the form of what we are what it is impossible 
for us to do and to know; but it will separate out, from the contingency that has 
made us what we are, the possibility of no longer being, doing, or thinking what we 
are, do, or think. It is seeking to give new impetus, as far and wide as possible, to 
the undeﬁned work of freedom” (Foucault 1983a: 46). In fact, according to Foucault, 
this question concerning the present and our concomitant present-day identity is the 
deﬁnitive philosophical question at issue today. The aim is not to discover what we are, 
but to refuse imposed identities so as to free ourselves from the political doublebind 
of modern power structures that simultaneously individualize and totalize (Foucault 
1982a: 213). This can be explained on the basis of pastoral power, operative today in the 
form of the modern Western state that both empowers and disempowers individuals.1
Pastoral power | From the sixteenth century, a new political structure, the state, 
emerged – an ambidextrous power that implements both individualization techniques 
and totalization procedures. According to Foucault, this form of power was not novel 
at all. The modern Western state is in actual fact the reincarnation of an old technique 
of power, pastoral power that originated in Christian institutions. Christianity is the 
only religion that organized itself as a Church and which employed certain individuals 
based on their religious quality, and empowered them to serve the community as 
pastors. Pastoral power’s ultimate goal is to ensure individual salvation. It does not only 
command, but must also be prepared to sacriﬁce itself for the life and salvation of the 
ﬂock. It does not only concern itself with the welfare of the community as a whole, but 
also with each individual in particular throughout his/her life. Therefore, to operate 
effectively, pastoral power must have access to an individual’s thoughts, her innermost 
secrets and qualms of conscience. Although the ecclesiastical institutionalization of 
pastoral power diminished in the eighteenth century, it spread and proliferated its 
operations in the guise of the state as modern matrix of individualization. Now it is 
no longer directed towards the hereafter, but wants to secure salvation in this life by 
ensuring the health, well-being, security and protection of the community. The state 
apparatus and related public institutions like the police, welfare societies, benefactors 
and philanthropists are now part and parcel of an army of public ofﬁcials in the service 
of pastoral power.  This form of power therefore “applies itself to immediate everyday 
life… categorizes the individual, marks him by his own individuality, attaches him to 
his own identity, imposes a law of truth on him which he must recognize”. In short, it 
is this form of power which “makes individuals subjects” (ibid., pp. 213-215).
Thus, the refusal of imposed identities is aimed against this ambidextrous strategy 
of modern pastoral power that cannot promote forms of subjectivization without 
facilitating subjection. According to Foucault (1983d: 36), a diagnosis regarding the 
nature of the present 
1 On the subject of pastoral power, see Foucault 1979b: 8-10. We are also indebted to James Bernauer and Michael 
Mahon’s essay, “The ethics of Michel Foucault” in Gutting (Ed.) 1994: 141-158.
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“does not consist in a simple characterization of what we are but, instead – by following 
the lines of fragility in the present – in managing to grasp why and how that-which-is 
might no longer be that-which-is. In this sense, any description must always be made 
in accordance with these kinds of virtual fracture which open up the space of freedom 
understood as a space of concrete freedom, i. e., of possible transformation.” 
Foucault is not herewith naively suggesting that the individual should be liberated 
from the state and its apparatus, but from the type of individualization coupled 
to the state: “We have to promote new forms of subjectivity through the refusal 
of this kind of individuality which has been imposed on us for several centuries” 
(Foucault 1982a: 216).
Precisely because Foucault thinks of political struggle in terms of a “politics of 
ourselves”1 – because the self itself becomes a potential site of resistance to power/
knowledge – the ethical perspective becomes central to his last work: how should 
one develop a form of subjectivity that could be the source of effective resistance to 
a widespread type of power? This is why he dubbed his ﬁnal concerns in terms of 
“politics as an ethics” (Foucault 1983b: 375). The practice of a politically effective ethics 
has to start with a defamiliarization or an estrangement of the “desiring man” who is 
responsible for our willingness to identify with the form of subjectivity constructed 
for us in the modern period. To create a critical distance from our entrenched self-
understanding, a genealogy of the modern subject is needed, that is, we have to 
analyse the historical emergence of this form of subjectivity. Genealogy lays bear the 
contingency, even arbitrariness of our apparently natural and necessary conception of 
ourselves. The second and third volumes of Histoire de la sexualité then primarily aim 
to “investigate how individuals were led to practice, on themselves and on others, a 
hermeneutics of desire” (hs ii, 5/11). Such a genealogy constitutes a “critical ontology of 
ourselves”, a historical investigation of how we have been fashioned and have fashioned 
ourselves as ethical subjects. While such an analysis is essentially an ethical endeavour 
and precisely because it is an ethical endeavour, its aim is to provoke and sustain a form 
of resistance to newly recognized political forces (Foucault 1983a: 46-47).
Chapter 2: “Code-oriented” vs. “ethics-oriented” moralities
2.1 From sexuality to ethics
If ethics is the subject matter of Foucault’s last works, precisely how does Histoire de 
la sexualité proceed from problematizing sexuality to developing an ethics? Earlier we 
mentioned that a shift of emphasis occurs between the ﬁrst and the second volumes. 
The ﬁrst volume was primarily concerned with the objectiﬁcation of the self by the 
“increasing valorization of the discourse on sex”. This objectiﬁcation was made possible 
1 The expression “politics of ourselves” comes from a lecture, “Christianity and confession” that Foucault delivered at 
Dartmouth College in November 1980 (Foucault 1980a). 
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“by virtue of the tactics of power immanent in this discourse” (hs i, 23/33, 70/93-
94). The second and third volumes, on the other hand, focus on the possibilities for 
subjectivization at the self’s disposal. In other words, the relation that the self establishes 
with itself – by which it recreates its subject identity – can create some distance from 
the forces that objectify and subjectify it. Through self-creation, the self can resist the 
tactics of power. Now Foucault maintains that “the history of sexuality” is in actual 
fact “the history of what functioned in the nineteenth century as a speciﬁc ﬁeld of 
truth”. This discourse of sex is thus a form of knowledge/power that not only “divides” 
and “determines” the subject, but also “causes him to be ignorant of himself” (hs i, 
69-70/93-94). It is in this sense that the self’s relation to itself or ethics appears as a 
practice of freedom (Foucault 1984a: 4).
It is now clearer what Foucault means when he says that “sexuality”, as a historically 
singular experience, is constituted by three axes: (1) the formation of sciences [savoirs] 
that refer to it; (2) the systems of power that regulate its practice; and (3) the forms 
within which individuals are able and obliged to recognize themselves as subject 
of this sexuality (hs ii, 4/10). To be able to analyse the peculiar characteristics and 
interrelations of these three axes, the appropriate tools are needed. As far as the ﬁrst 
two points are concerned, Foucault’s earlier work – ﬁrst on medicine and psychiatry, and 
then on punitive power and disciplinary practices – equipped him with the necessary 
tools for the task at hand. The analysis of discursive practices made it possible to 
trace the formation of disciplines [savoirs], and the analysis of power relations made it 
possible to view them as open strategies, while avoiding the binary opposition between 
power understood as domination or exposed as simulacrum. The third point, however, 
proved to be much trickier.
As we have seen, Foucault soon realized that one cannot analyse the formation and 
development of the experience of sexuality from the eighteenth century onward without 
doing a historical and critical study dealing with desire and the desiring subject, that is, 
without undertaking a “genealogy”. This does not simply amount to writing a history 
of the successive conceptions of desire, of concupiscence or of libido. Rather, it entails 
the analysis of the practices by which individuals were led to focus their attention on 
themselves, to decipher, recognize, and acknowledge themselves as subjects of desire. 
In so doing, individuals establish a certain relationship with themselves that allows 
them to discover, in desire, the truth of their being. The idea is thus “to investigate 
how individuals were led to practice, on themselves and on others, a hermeneutics of 
desire, a hermeneutics of which their sexual behaviour was doubtless the occasion, but 
certainly not the exclusive domain” (hs ii, 5/11).
One ﬁnds these same dynamics still at work today. Mainly due to the inﬂuence of 
psychoanalysis, the logic of sex has come to be the key to personal identity in our time. 
Our sexuality reveals us to ourselves, and our desire to have this secret self-knowledge 
revealed drives us to engage in discourse on our sexuality. Why else would modern 
men and women “purchase so dearly the bi-weekly right to laboriously formulate 
the truth of their desire, and to wait patiently for the beneﬁts of the interpretation?” 
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(Foucault 1976: 7) An immense strategy for producing truth has been constituted 
around sexuality: “We demand that sex speak the truth… and we demand that it tell 
us our truth, or rather, the deeply buried truth of that truth about ourselves which 
we think we possess in our immediate consciousness” (hs i, 69/93, cf. Gutting (Ed.) 
1994: 141-158).
Thus, from examining the forms of discursive practices that articulated the human 
sciences, to an analysis of the manifold relations, the open strategies, and the rational 
techniques that articulate the exercise of power, Foucault now undertakes another shift 
in order to analyse what is termed “the subject”. He redirects his attention to the 
forms and modalities of the relation to self by which the individual constitutes and 
recognizes herself qua subject. To undertake this genealogy, Foucault had to reorganize 
his entire study around the slow formation, in antiquity, of a hermeneutics of the self.
Like the studies Foucault had done previously, this study would be of “history” 
with the object “to learn to what extent the effort to think one’s own history can 
free thought from what it silently thinks, and so enable it to think differently” (hs 
ii, 9/15, my emphasis). For Foucault, philosophical activity is the critical work that 
thought brings to bears on itself. Moreover, thinking differently allows the knower to 
stray aﬁeld of himself, to get free of himself (ibid., pp. 8-9/14). Ultimately then, this 
rethinking enabled Foucault to think ethics differently.
Proceeding back through Christianity to antiquity, it became obvious that sexual 
conduct was and still is the object of moral solicitude. But why this ethical concern? Could 
it be because sexual conduct has always been the object of fundamental interdictions, 
and transgressing the latter is considered a serious offence? Foucault argues that this 
answer fails to recognize that the ethical concern with sexual conduct is not always 
tied to the system of interdictions. “It is often the case”, he continues, “that the moral 
solicitude is strong precisely where there is neither obligation nor prohibition” (hs ii, 
10/16). The love for boys, for example, was a relatively free, socially accepted practice. 
Yet, it became a focal point for moral problematization in Greek antiquity. In other 
words, interdiction is something quite apart from moral problematization. The one does 
not necessarily give rise to the other. He therefore formulated the question that would 
guide his inquiry, and that would be the proper task of a history of thought, as follows: 
“to deﬁne the conditions in which human beings ‘problematize’ what they are, what they 
do, and the world in which they live” (ibid.). In raising this question and in directing 
it to Greek and Greco-Roman culture, it became obvious that this problematization is 
directly tied to the “arts of existence”. It is tied to those deliberate actions – freely and 
voluntarily undertaken by individuals – to set themselves rules of conduct, but also 
to transform their life into a work of art (hs ii, 10-11/16-17; Foucault 1983c: 350). In 
time, these “techniques of the self” were assimilated into the exercise of priestly power 
in early Christianity, and later, into educational, medical, and psychological practices. 
Foucault’s primary objective is to excavate and rediscover Greek and Greco-Roman 
formulations of these “arts of existence”. The study of the problematization of sexual 
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behaviour in antiquity can thus be regarded as an early chapter in the long evolution 
of the aesthetics of existence and the technologies of the self.
In the course of this study, Foucault was led “to substitute a history of ethical 
problematizations based on practices of the self, for a history of systems of morality 
based, hypothetically, on interdictions” (hs ii, 13/19). The Church and the pastoral 
ministry stressed the principle of a morality based on compulsory precepts that were 
universal in scope. In classical thought, on the other hand, the demands of austerity were 
not organized into a uniﬁed, coherent, authoritarian moral system that was imposed 
universally and uniformly; they served more to supplement the commonly accepted 
morality, a “luxury” in relation to the latter. They did not impose, but proposed different 
styles of moderation or strictness, each with its own speciﬁc character. For example, 
Pythagorean austerity differed from that recommended by the Stoics, which in turn 
differed from Epicurus’s counsel  (hs ii, 21/28). Furthermore, these themes of austerity 
did not coincide with the limits established by the great social, civil, and religious 
interdictions. As mentioned above, it is commonly assumed that where prohibitions 
are most fundamental, and where obligations are most coercive, moral systems develop 
the most insistent demands for austerity. The history of Christianity and of modern 
Europe would indeed afford examples of this, but according to Foucault, this was not 
the case in antiquity. 
One of the most remarkable aspects of classical moral reﬂection is the fact that it 
did not try and deﬁne a ﬁeld of conduct and a domain of valid rules for both the male 
and female sex in common. It was an elaboration of masculine conduct carried out 
from the perspective of men in order to give form to their behaviour. Moreover, it did 
not address men concerning their conduct on account of a few interdictions that were 
universally recognized and enshrined in codes, customs, and religious prescriptions. 
Rather, it spoke to them concerning precisely those conducts in which they were called 
upon to exercise their rights, their power, their authority, and their liberty. In other words, 
the moral demands made on men did not inhibit their conduct by way of prohibitions, 
but incited them to exercise and afﬁrm their privilege, potential and autonomy. The 
themes of austerity did not express essential interdictions, but should be understood 
as the elaboration and stylization of an activity in the exercise of its power and the 
practice of its liberty (hs ii, 23/30). Thus, in looking at the demands of austerity 
typical of antiquity, Foucault realized that a whole re-centring was necessary. Instead 
of listing manifest interdictions or uncovering latent taboos, he had to locate the areas 
of experience and the ways in which certain forms of conduct were problematized, 
becoming an object of concern, an element of reﬂection, and a material for stylization.
2.2 Morality and/or ethics?
This re-centring or shift of emphasis from the codiﬁcation to the stylization of conduct 
tempts one to project the Hegelian distinction between “morality” [Moralität] and 
“ethics” [Sittlichkeit] into the later Foucault’s thinking. “Morality” would then refer to 
the fundamental questions of right and wrong and moral principles would be those 
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which are universally valid and, as such, are obligatory for all human beings. The 
principles of morality are, therefore, what are usually referred to as principles of natural 
law. They are what Aristotle refers to in his Nicomachean ethics as the principles of 
“natural justice” and what Hegel designates in part one of the Grundlinien der Philosophie 
des Rechts as the principles of “abstract right” (Aristotle 1980: 124 [1134b18]; Hegel 1991: 
67-72 [§ 34-40]). The term “ethical”, on the other hand, refers to questions of the “good 
life” for particular human beings living in a particular society at a particular time. The 
terms “ethics” and “ethical” would have bearing on empirically ascertainable norms of 
conduct which are speciﬁc to particular societies at particular times, and hence to the 
common good or collective self-interest of their individual members, rather than on 
any rationally apprehensible, universally valid principles which apply to or within all 
societies at all times. The latter would fall within the purview of morality rather than 
that of ethics. One might even agree that in Foucault one ﬁnds a distinction between 
morality and ethics that coincides with the Habermasian distinction. According to the 
latter, “what is being asked [in ethical questions] is whether a maxim is good for me”, 
whereas in the case of moral questions, what is being asked is “whether I can will that a 
maxim should be followed by everyone as a general law” (Habermas 1993: 7; 116-117).1 
Foucault’s own vocabulary causes confusion because it often appears to be 
indiscriminate. What exactly is Foucault referring to when he undertakes to study 
the forms and transformations of a “morality”? Is it different from his genealogy of 
“ethics”? “On the genealogy of ethics” is the title given to an interview in 1983 in which 
Foucault described some of his work in progress, a title, moreover, to which Foucault 
agreed. In it Foucault deﬁnes ethics as “the kind of relationship you ought to have 
with yourself, rapport à soi… which determines how the individual is supposed to 
constitute himself as a moral subject of his own actions” (1983c: 352). The interview 
title is reminiscent of Nietzsche’s Toward a genealogy of morals, but of course, Nietzsche 
used the German word, Moral [Zur Genealogie der Moral]. Kant’s titles, on the other 
hand, uses the word Sitte, which we translate as “ethics”. The German word, Sitte refers 
to customs and practices, not exclusively moral. Morality, on the other hand, refers to 
conduct which accords with a prescriptive system of rules that distinguishes between 
right and wrong. As we shall see, what interested Foucault was Sitten much more than 
Moral (cf. Hacking 1984).
According to him, ”morality” entails a set of values and rules of conduct that are 
endorsed through the intermediary of various prescriptive agencies such as the family, 
educational, religious and social institutions, etc. Sometimes these rules and values are 
explicitly formulated in a coherent doctrine but they can also be transmitted in a more 
diffuse manner. In other words, this prescriptive ensemble that Foucault calls a “moral 
code”, may appear as fundamental distinctions between right and wrong but they can 
also be quite ambiguous (hs ii, 25/32).
1 In this regard, see “On the pragmatic, the ethical and the moral employments of practical reason” (pp. 1-18) and 
“Lawrence Kohlberg and Neo-Aristotelians” (pp. 113-32) in Habermas 1993.
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However, over and above the “moral code”, Foucault maintains that “morality” also 
consists in the real behaviour of individuals in relation to the rules and values that 
they are supposed to adhere to. What is relevant here is how and with what measure 
of variation or transgression do individuals or groups conduct themselves in relation to 
a prescriptive system that is explicitly or implicitly operative in their culture. This is 
what Foucault refers to as “the morality of behaviours” (hs ii, 26/33). 
The “moral code” is thus composed of “interdictions and codes” and can be analysed 
formally and independently of any effective behaviour. The “morality of behaviours”, 
on the other hand, refers to the “actual behaviour” of individuals, and can only be 
evaluated, a posteriori, by reference to the “prescriptive set” circumscribed by the 
moral code. Although there is no explicit reference to Kant, Foucault is here obviously 
transposing the distinction – established in the Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der Sitten 
– between the moral law and actions that may or may not conform to it (Kant 1785: 
52-54; Han 2002: 158). Like Kant before him, Foucault denies that morality could be 
understood solely by reference to the actions carried out, and therefore rejects “actual 
behaviour” as being inframoral.1 Morality must be deﬁned, not by the conformity 
of the action with the code, but in reference to the intention and the freedom of the 
subject, and thus, ultimately, to the way in which the will determines itself. “[F]or 
what is morality, if not the practice of liberty, the deliberate practice of liberty?”, 
Foucault (1984a: 4) asks.2 However, the difference between Foucault and Kant lies 
in their respective conceptions of the “practice of freedom”. For Kant, it is respect 
for the law alone that allows us to decide the morality of an action.3 Foucault, on the 
other hand, repeatedly stresses that the Greeks had very few prohibitions and strict 
adherence to these was never an object of great moral concern. What was important 
was the necessity of the subject determining and expressing, not only his will, but also 
his way of being through action. Thus, in clear opposition to the subject’s subjection 
to the law, characteristic of the Judeo-Christian understanding of morality, Foucault 
advocates an ethics that can be deﬁned from the “conduct” of the individual – the way 
in which he gives “deliberate form” to his liberty (Foucault 1984a: 4).4
Foucault therefore supersedes the Kantian opposition between codes and actions, 
by introducing a third level concerned with the way in which one ought to “conduct 
1 “Setting aside” all actions “contrary to duty” as well as those which are “in conformity with duty but to which human 
beings have no inclination immediately” (Kant 1785: 52), Kant concludes his analysis of those for whom there exists an 
“immediate inclination”: To preserve one’s life, for example, is a duty, but everybody also has an immediate inclination to 
do so. To look after one’s life is thus in conformity with duty but not from duty. “[I]n such a case an action of this 
kind, however it may conform with duty and however amiable it may be, has nevertheless no true moral worth… for the 
maxim lacks  moral content, namely that of doing such actions not from inclination but from duty” (53).
2 Foucault also shares with Kant the idea that moral behaviour presupposes a rational conception of action (the 
“reﬂective form”, the “reﬂective practice”), which leaves any action determined by sensible inclination outside the 
moral ﬁeld.
3 See Kant (1785: 55): “[A]n action from duty has its moral worth not in the purpose to be attained by it but in the 
maxim in accordance with which it is decided upon… duty is the necessity of an action from respect for law”.
4 Han (2002: 159) points out that Foucault herewith implicitly takes up the traditional distinction between 
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oneself” – “that is, the manner in which one ought to form oneself as an ethical subject 
acting in reference to the prescriptive elements that make up the code” (hs ii, 26/33).1 
Given the code of conduct and various ways in which individuals conduct themselves 
which can be deﬁned by their degree of conformity with or divergence from the code, 
there are different ways to “conduct oneself” morally. There are different ways for the 
acting individual to operate, not just as an agent, but as an ethical subject of this 
action. How I ought to act then also becomes a matter of how I choose to act – a choice 
that reﬂects an entire mode of being. 
According to Foucault then, our histories of morality should not only reﬂect 
the history of codes of moral conduct, but also the history of the forms of moral 
subjectivization, that is, the way in which we constitute ourselves as moral subjects of 
our own actions. Foucault thought of ethics proper, of the self’s relationship to itself, 
as having four main aspects: 
(1) The ethical substance [substance éthique] is that part of oneself that is taken to 
be the relevant domain for ethical judgement. For the Christians it was desire, for 
example, and for Kant it was intentions. For the Greeks, when a philosopher was in 
love with a boy, but did not touch him, his behaviour was valued. For them the ethical 
substance consisted in the act linked with pleasure and desire, and not in pleasure or 
desire as such. 
(2) The mode of subjection [mode d’assujettissement] refers to the way in which the 
individual establishes his or her relation to moral obligations and rules. How do people 
come to recognize their moral obligations? Which authority do you subject yourself to 
when you act morally? Is it, for example, divine law or a religious interdict revealed in 
a text, or is it natural law, a cosmological order or perhaps a rational rule respected as 
universal? It might be compliance to a social convention or custom or the aspiration to 
give your existence the most beautiful form possible. The mode of subjection links the 
moral code to the self, determining the code’s hold on the self. 
(3) The self-forming activity or ethical work [practique de soi] is that which one 
performs on oneself, not only in order to bring one’s conduct into compliance with 
a given rule, but also to attempt to transform oneself into an ethical subject. Sexual 
austerity, for example, can be the result of a long process of assimilating a systematic 
ensemble of precepts, or of a sudden, all-embracing, and deﬁnitive renunciation of 
act-centred morality and agent-centred ethics. Those who emphasize the act understand the virtuous action by referring 
it to a set of pre-established prescriptions, while those who emphasize the agent, on the contrary, attach little importance 
to “duty” and deﬁne virtue itself from the conduct that a virtuous man adopts (In this regard, Han refers to Annas, J. 
(1981). An introduction to Plato’s Republic. Oxford: Oxford University Press, Chapter 3). 
1 Kant’s transcendental approach clearly excludes the necessity and even the possibility of taking into account the 
agent’s mode of being, which can only be deﬁned empirically and a posteriori. Foucault thus diverges from Kant by 
stressing that the Greeks would not have deﬁned morality independently of the quality of the moral agent, and would 
not have deﬁned this quality independently of his actions. It is not intention alone that decides the moral value of an 
action. Intention cannot be examined on its own without taking the mode of being of the agent into account. This is not 
deﬁnable a priori, but is the result of the constitution of the subject by itself. (Han 2002: 159).
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pleasures, or it could be practiced in the form of a relentless struggle against passions 
that tend to become excessive. Foucault also calls this aspect l’ascétism – asceticism in 
a very broad sense. Potential avenues of being or acting are closed off to serve some 
immediate end. 
(4) Finally, the telos refers to the kind of being to which we aspire when we behave 
ethically. An action is not only moral taken on its own, but also as part of a pattern 
of conduct. A moral action tends towards its own accomplishment, but also beyond it 
towards the establishment of an overarching mode of being characteristic of the ethical 
subject (hs ii, 26-28/33-35).1 For instance, do we want to attain purity, immortality, 
freedom or self-mastery? Therefore, action itself can only make sense within the global 
perspective of the ethical determination of the self in which it is inscribed and which 
it helps to form. As Foucault explains, it is an “element and an aspect of [the ethical 
subject’s] conduct, and it marks a stage in its becoming, a possible advance in its 
continuity” (hs ii, 28/35; modiﬁed).
The self’s relationship to itself can also be understood in terms of poiesis – the Greek 
term for creation or production, which unlike mere action [praxis] or doing, is aimed 
at an end [telos].2 This does not mean that Foucault is proposing a teleological ethic 
however. The telos consists in change, in transforming oneself into an ethical subject 
– the precise form of which is not known or determinable beforehand. Instead of the 
telos determining the production, it is the production process itself that determines the 
end product. Ultimately, it is the process of sculpting itself, the skilful taking away 
and shaping of the raw material, that determines the ﬁnal sculpture.
So when Foucault speaks of morals he refers to the effective behaviour of people, 
the codes, and the kind of relationship one establishes with oneself based on the four 
aspects mentioned above (cf. hs ii, 26-32/33-39; Foucault 1983c: 352-355; Hoy (Ed.) 1986: 
228-229; 237-238; Gutting (Ed.) 1994:118). Arnold Davidson’s schematic representation 
of Foucault’s understanding of morals is useful in this regard (Hoy (Ed.) 1986: 229):
1 We are here reminded of Aristotle’s thesis that virtue is perfected by its own use, demanding from the agent a 
permanent actualization that ultimately will make it habitual. Indeed, the idea that action determines a “mode of being 
characteristic of the moral subject” clearly evokes Aristotle’s deﬁnition of hexis as a “state of character” or a “relatively 
permanent disposition” progressively acquired through the repetition of speciﬁc actions, as The Nicomachean ethics 
says: “Moral virtue comes about as a result of habit… For the things we have to learn before we can do them, we learn 
by doing them, e.g. men become builders by building and lyre-players by playing the lyre; so too we become just by doing 
just acts” (Aristotle 1980: 28-9 [1103a 11-33]). The act does not completely disappear in its being effected but subsists 
by leaving its trace in the subject’s potentiality as an hexis (ibid., p. 131 [1136b 32 –1137a 20]; pp.  156-8 [1144b 1 
- 1145a 11]). In this way, the modiﬁcation of being that Foucault speaks about can only occur through the deliberate and 
reﬂective repetition of certain actions judged to be virtuous, which in the passage from the quantitative to the qualitative 
slowly transforms the ethos of the individual.
2 Judith Butler (2000: 214) brieﬂy mentions poiesis in relation to Foucault’s conception of self-making.
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Although Foucault acknowledges that the four aspects of ethics are interrelated, he also 
believes that they may develop relatively independently from one another (1983c: 355). 
When the telos of ethics changed with the emergence and consolidation of Christianity, 
for example, the other aspects of ethics also underwent transformation. In Greek 
culture, on the other hand, it was possible for the ethical substance to remain the same, 
even while the mode of subjection gradually altered. The second and third volumes 
of Foucault’s history of sexuality can be read as a study of the relations, the kinds of 
dependence and independence, among these four aspects of ethics in Greek and Greco-
Roman society (Hoy (Ed.) 1986: 229).
For Foucault, ethics is thus one part of the study of morals. In shifting the emphasis 
to how an individual is supposed to constitute himself as an ethical subject of his own 
actions, he was not, however, denying the importance of either the moral code or the 
actual behaviour of people.
 “Moral” action cannot simply be reduced to an act or a series of acts conﬁrming 
to some law or value. All moral action entails both a relationship with the reality in 
which it is carried out and a relationship with the self. This relationship with the self 
cannot be reduced to conscious knowledge of one’s own character, motives and desires. 
It is an active relationship of self-formation as an “ethical subject”. Foucault describes 
this process of self-formation as that
“in which the individual delimits that part of himself that will form the object of his 
moral practice, deﬁnes his position relative to the precept he will follow, and decides on 
a certain mode of being that will serve as his moral goal. And this requires him to act 
upon himself, to monitor, test, improve, and transform himself” (hs ii, 28/35). 
Every moral action refers to a uniﬁed moral conduct; and every moral conduct calls for 
the formation of the self as an ethical subject. Moreover, the formation of the ethical 
subject always entails “modes of subjectivation” and an “ascetics” or “practices of the 
self” that support them. Moral action is indissociable from these forms of self-activity 
which differ from one morality to another as do the systems of values, rules, and 
interdictions. We can thus deduce from this that the type of morality that Foucault 
is investigating, the morality that typiﬁed antiquity – the practices of self-formation 
that he advocates as an ethics – is something other than a morality that simply relies 
on a law of prohibition to authenticate it. Ethics as self-formation, that is, as aesthetics, 
consists in the constant possibility of transgressing those laws that serve as supplement 
to a process that is always more than the mere rules, norms, or values that serve as a 
guideline for action.
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The history of “morality” thus covers not only “moral behaviours” and “codes” but 
also the way in which individuals are urged to constitute themselves as subjects of 
ethical conduct. The last would be concerned with the proposed models for cultivating 
certain relationships with the self, for self-reﬂection, self-knowledge, self-examination, 
for the decipherment of the self by oneself, for the transformations that one aims to 
accomplish taking oneself as object. Foucault calls this “a history of ‘ethics’ or ‘ascetics’, 
understood as a history of the forms of moral subjectivation and of the practices of self 
that is meant to ensure it” (hs ii, 29/36). When the practices of the self is described in 
terms of the Greek askēsis (ascesis), it refers to self-discipline and moderation and not 
to the Christian sense of self-renunciation and rejection of all forms of indulgence (cf. 
hs ii, 72-77/84-90; hs iii, 43/57). The purpose of the complex exercises that made up 
askēsis, was not to deny all pleasure and worldly delights – sex, food, or ambition – but 
to avoid excess. Xenophon, for example, explains that “in the soul of the immoderate 
man, ‘harsh’ masters (gluttony, drunkenness, lust, ambition) enslave the man who 
should be governing, and after exploiting him in his youth, abandon him to grow old 
in misery”.1 Ascesis is not the suppression of pleasure, but its regulation; the aim is not 
denunciation, but optimal satisfaction.
Christian subjectivization | This orientation to an explicitly ethical perspective was 
decisively determined by Foucault’s study of the Christian experience of sexuality. His 
original 1976 plan for the series of additional volumes, which was to comprise his 
history of sexuality, opened with a volume, The ﬂesh and the body. It was to present 
the establishment in Christianity of a sexuality centred on the notion of the “ﬂesh” as 
opposed to the modern understanding of the body. Although this volume was never 
published, Foucault’s interpretation of Christian experience, elaborated in courses, 
lectures and articles, led him to a close interrogation of subjectivity.2 Early Christian 
writers proposed a programme that embraced relations of power and knowledge as well 
as subtle relations of oneself to oneself. Since desire became the ethical substance for 
the Christian, that is, that dimension of the self most relevant for ethical concern, the 
Christian had to decipher these desires. S/he had to exercise a “permanent hermeneutics 
of oneself” demanding “very strict truth obligations” (Foucault 1981c: 15). Apart from 
knowing the truth of the moral life, the Christian had to constantly scrutinize him/
herself as desiring subject. In response to this necessity, rigorous techniques of self-
examination had been invented in the monasteries of the fourth and ﬁfth centuries: 
“Detailed techniques were elaborated for use in seminaries and monasteries, techniques 
of discursive rendition of daily life, of self-examination, confession, direction of 
1 Xenophon, Oeconomicus, I, 22-23, in HS II, 71/83.
2 See Foucault’s summary of his 1980 course in the Annuaire de Collège de France 80 (Foucault 1980b). Also, 
“Omnes et Singulatim: Towards a criticism of ‘political reason’” (Foucault 1981a); “Sexuality and solitude” (Foucault 
1982c); “The battle for chastity” (Foucault 1984e); “L’écriture de soi” (Foucault 1983e). In addition, there are several 
discussions: “On the genealogy of ethics” (Foucault 1983c); “The concern for truth” (Foucault 1984c); “The confession 
of the ﬂesh” (Foucault 1977b); and “Final interview” (Foucault 1984f).
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conscience and regulation of the relationship between director and directed” (Foucault 
1977b: 200). By the sixteenth century, this self-surveillance, which was once reserved 
for monks, permeated Christian society as a whole. The importance Christianity 
accorded to this “pastoral power”, this permanent concern with the total well-being of 
religious subjects, emphasized obedience as a paramount virtue and, thus, generated 
a struggle with one’s desires, with oneself. This obedience was pledged, however, on 
the basis of a pastoral knowledge of oneself that was made up of each person’s speciﬁc 
truths. Christianity encouraged a search for the truth of one’s self, and this search was 
served by sophisticated practices of self-examination of conscience and confession. 
These practices produced a unique form of subjectivization in the human being. 
The self is constituted as a hermeneutical entity, an obscure text requiring permanent 
decipherment. Paradoxically, however, the purpose of the hermeneutic was to facilitate 
the renunciation of the self who had been deciphered. At the heart of religious life was 
the spirit of mortiﬁcation – the self had to be purged of the body’s needs and desires 
through self-denial and discipline. A unique ascetical relation to the self was established. 
Foucault’s reading of the Christian experience of subjectivity and its embeddedness in 
power/knowledge relations prepared him for the realization that, in the modern period, 
no political issue is more signiﬁcant than how the person is identiﬁed and how one’s 
relationship to oneself is organized.1
Accordingly, certain moralities, such as Christianity, centre on the code, on its 
systematicity, its consistency and its pliability or capacity to adjust to every possible 
situation. The important thing in these moralities is the instance of authority that 
enforces the code and that penalizes violations. Here, subjectivization occurs in a quasi-
juridical form, where a law or set of laws determines the ethical subject’s conduct. 
S/he must submit to the law(s) at the risk of committing offences that may make 
him/her liable to punishment. Foucault argues that the organization of the penitential 
system at the beginning of the thirteenth century, and its development up to the eve 
of the Reformation, brought about a very strong “juridiﬁcation”, or more precisely, a 
very strong “codiﬁcation” of moral experience (hs ii, 29-30/36-37). Hence the ethical 
subject was to be characterized not so much by the perfect rule of the self by the self 
in the exercise of a virile type of activity, as by self-renunciation and a purity whose 
model was sought in virginity. This explains, as we have seen, the signiﬁcance that was 
attached, in Christian morality, to the practices of a codiﬁcation of sexual acts, and the 
development of a hermeneutics of desire together with procedures of self-decipherment 
(hs ii, 92/106). 
Subjectivization in antiquity |  On the other hand, there are also moralities in 
which the emphasis is on the forms of subjectivization and the practices of the self. In 
this case, the system of codes and rules of conduct may be rather rudimentary. Their 
1 For these insights I am indebted to James Bernauer and Michael Mahon. See their essay,  “The ethics of Michel 
Foucault”, in Gutting (Ed.) 1994: 141-158.
Part I: Foucault’s Ethics50
exact observance may be relatively unimportant compared to what is required of the 
individual in the relationship she has with herself, in her various actions, thoughts, and 
feelings as she endeavours to form herself as an ethical subject. Here the emphasis is on 
the forms of relations with the self, on the methods and techniques by which she works 
them out, on the exercises and the practices that enable her to transform her own mode 
of being (hs ii, 30/37). “Code-oriented moralities” have always existed alongside these 
“ethics-oriented” moralities, but, as we have seen, Foucault’s interest lies with the latter. 
With his emphasis on Greek and Greco-Roman morality, Foucault’s main concern in 
his study of the forms and transformations of “morality” is decidedly “ethical” in nature. 
And to him, ethics speciﬁcally refers to that component of morality that concerns the 
self’s relationship to itself. 
According to the second and third volume of Histoire de la sexualité then, moral 
conceptions in Greek and Greco-Roman antiquity were concerned with the practices 
of the self and not with the demarcation of right and wrong. With the exception 
of the Republic and the Laws, one ﬁnds very few references to anything like a moral 
code. There is consequently also hardly any mention of the need for an authority 
charged with seeing to its application or for punishments sanctioning infractions. 
Admittedly, respect for the law and the customs – the nomoi – was considered of the 
utmost importance. However, far more important than the content of the law and 
its conditions of application was the attitude that caused one to respect them. The 
emphasis was on “the relationship with the self that enabled a person to keep from 
being carried away by the appetites and pleasures, to maintain a mastery … over them, 
…to remain free from interior bondage to the passions, and to achieve a mode of being 
that could be deﬁned by the full enjoyment of oneself, or the perfect supremacy of 
oneself over oneself” (hs ii, 31/38). 
Chapter 3: The use of pleasure
Thus Foucault excavates a speciﬁc axis of the relationship to oneself, the manner in 
which we fashion our subjectivity. This axis of subjectivity refers to the set of practices 
we perform on ourselves, and for Foucault, ethics is essentially a mode of self-formation, 
the way we fashion our freedom. On the one hand, these techniques for self-formation 
allow for an even deeper penetration of normalization – that form of power which 
actually attenuates and impoverishes human possibilities. On the other hand, however, 
these techniques also open up greater possibilities for transgression of limits. And if 
moral action, for Foucault, is indissociable from certain forms of creative self-activity, 
it is also irreducible to an abstract normative code or customary conduct. Contrary 
to Kant’s assertion that an ethical principle must be universally applicable if it is 
to be considered as having validity whatsoever, Foucault precisely claims that each 
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individual’s ethical formation is unique.1 In opposition to any universal system of 
ethics founded on humanism or a monolithic conception of rationality, Foucault even 
goes so far as to proclaim that the quest for a morality to which everyone must submit 
would be “catastrophic” (Foucault 1984f: 12). Foucault’s own ethical inquiry precisely 
wants to recognize the contingency and inadequacy of our modern moral identity. 
However, today, in the absence of any unifying or unambiguous moral authorities, 
individuals ﬁnd themselves at a loss – unequipped and even unprepared to deal with 
the responsibility for their own ethical self-formation. To be sure, many still religiously 
adhere to previously held systems of orientation, but it has become increasingly 
difﬁcult to dissociate these systems from those powers that use them to justify their 
own cause. These adherents now face the very difﬁcult task of critically assessing those 
very authorities which demand unconditional adherence. As Kant (1784: 8) points 
out, “[f]or any single individual to work himself out of the life under tutelage which 
has become almost his nature is very difﬁcult”. It is to this difﬁculty, which follows 
from the necessity to act more independently and take ethical decisions “without 
authorization”, that Foucault’s Greece responds. His reanimation of “care for self” can 
therefore be thought of as a kind of do-it-yourself guide for everybody whose thought 
and action are pre- or overdetermined by external sources. This reanimation does not 
want to revive a bygone era; it wants to give fresh impetus to an ancient practice that 
appears to be particularly pertinent today.
Foucault’s ethical inquiry therefore does not tell us to do as the Greeks did. In 
fact, the questions that guide his inquiry would have different answers depending 
on the morality, the time, the place and even the individual. How have individuals 
been encouraged to apply techniques to themselves that enable them to recognize 
themselves as ethical subjects? Which aspects of oneself or one’s behaviour are relevant 
for ethical attention and judgement (the ethical substance)? Under what rule of conduct 
do people subject themselves, and how do they establish their relationship with this 
rule (the mode of subjection)? In what type of activities do people engage in order to form 
themselves, to moderate their behaviour, to decipher what they are (the ascetics)? What 
type of being is one attempting to become by means of these ascetical practices (the 
telos) (hs ii, 26-28/33-35)?
In order to answer these questions with respect to Greek and Greco-Roman culture 
Foucault considers four notions in L’Usage des plaisirs (hs ii) that are often encountered 
in the reﬂection on sexual conduct: 
(1) The notion of aphrodisia – through which one can grasp what was recognized as 
the “ethical substance” in sexual behaviour;
1 By claiming that there are no universally applicable principles, no normative standards, “no order of human life, or 
way we are, or human nature, that one can appeal to in order to judge or evaluate between ways of life”, Foucault, 
according to Charles Taylor, relinquishes any critical power that his historical analyses might have (Taylor 1984: 93). 
Without such a “normative yardstick”, according to Jürgen Habermas, Foucault’s historical analyses cannot be genuinely 
critical (Habermas 1984: 108).
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(2) The notion of “use” or chrēsis – which allows one to perceive the type of subjection 
that the practice of pleasures had to undergo to be morally valorized;
(3) The notion of enkrateia, of mastery – that deﬁnes the attitude that was required 
with respect to oneself in order to make oneself into an ethical subject;
(4) The notion of sōphrosynē, of moderation – that characterized the ethical subject 
in his fulﬁlment (hs ii, 37/45). 
In what follows, we shall brieﬂy look at Foucault’s account of how sexual conduct 
was morally problematized in antiquity. Without giving an exhaustive account of 
Foucault’s ﬁndings, we want to add some content to the schematics outlined thus far. 
It will help us to understand what it meant to care for the self, to become master of 
oneself, to stylize one’s existence. Ultimately this might help us to better understand 
what a present-day practice of “self-care” might entail – something that will be different 
for each individual.
3.1 Aphrodisia: excavating the ethical substance
The Greek aphrodisia refers to the actions and interactions that produce a certain form of 
pleasure (hs ii, 40/49). It did not matter which forms these pleasurable acts took; what 
mattered was their dynamics. It was irrelevant whether men were attracted to women 
or boys, or which mode of sexual practice they preferred. What was at stake was the 
intensity of that practice. They distinguished between lesser and greater: moderation 
or excess. The general consensus was that less is more. According to Plato, for example, 
practices that contravene nature, that is, those that join sexual partners of the same 
sex, are not considered as such because of an abnormal nature or a peculiar form of 
desire, but as the result of immoderation or self-indulgence: “a lack of self-restraint 
with regard to pleasure (akrateia hēdonēs) is their source”.1 This idea that immorality 
in the pleasures of sex is always connected with exaggeration, surplus, and excess is 
also found in the third book of the Nicomachean ethics. Aristotle explains that when it 
comes to the natural desires, the only offences that one can commit are quantitative in 
nature: they pertain to “the more” (to pleion).2 Thus, what constitutes self-indulgence is 
excess and the key to morally valued sexual practice is moderation. It is not the nature 
of the sexual act but the activity and its quantitative variations that are morally judged 
(hs ii, 45/55). 
Why the moral problematization of sexual activity and pleasure? |  It is generally 
accepted that the Greeks of the ﬁfth to the beginning of the third century accepted 
certain sexual behaviours much more readily than the Christians of the Middle 
Ages or even the Europeans of the modern period, for that matter. They were not 
so quick to judge and punish and attributed far less importance to matters such as 
sexual misconduct than we do. Moreover, the Greeks did not consider sexual activity 
as evil but as grounded in nature. Having said that, Foucault nevertheless uncovers 
1 Plato, Laws, I, 636c, in HS II, 45/54.
2 Aristotle, Nicomachean ethics, III, 11, 1118b, in ibid.
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a signiﬁcant concern with sexual conduct. Greek moralists, philosophers and doctors 
were convinced that the proper regulation of the sexual conduct of a man who cared 
for himself was an ethical problem. The laws of the city and what the general customs 
tolerated or rejected did not sufﬁce to regulate proper conduct in these domains (hs 
ii, 36/44-45). But why was it the object of moral concern? Why, because by their very 
nature pleasurable acts tend to be excessive and thus bears the risk of immoderation. The 
natural acuteness of pleasure causes sexual activity to go beyond what is necessary for 
procreation. Aristippus, for example, advised that, while it was right to “use” pleasures, 
one had to be careful not to be carried away by them, because sexual activity, like 
the pleasures of eating and drinking, was associated with a force, an energeia, that was 
itself liable to be excessive. Thus, for classical Greek thought, the force of pleasure was 
potentially excessive by nature, and the moral question was how to confront this force, 
how to control it and regulate its economy in a suitable way. It was a question of proper 
use (hs ii, 49-50, 52/59-60, 62). 
3.2 Chrēsis : excavating the mode of subjection
To what principle does an individual refer in order to moderate his indulgence in 
sexual pleasure? Instead of establishing a systematic code that would prohibit excessive 
indulgence in pleasure, the Greeks aimed to deﬁne a style for the use of pleasures (chrēsis 
aphrodisiōn). It referred to the regimen the individual imposed upon himself, how he 
managed his sexual activity, how much time he allowed for, and the conditions in 
which he accomplished sexual acts. It was a matter of prudence, reﬂection, and calculation 
in the way one distributed and controlled one’s acts. While it was necessary to respect 
the laws and customs of the land, the moral rules to which one conformed were far 
removed from anything that might form a clearly deﬁned code. It was much more 
a question of a variable adjustment in which one had to take different factors into 
account: natural necessity, opportuneness and one’s status (hs ii, 54/64).
The objective of the need-regulated use of the aphrodisia, that is, limiting its use to 
when the need of the body is pressing, was not to eliminate pleasure altogether, but to 
maintain pleasure and to do so through the need that awakened desire. For example, 
in a discussion with Euthydemus, Socrates remarks that “hunger or thirst or desire 
(aphrodisiōn epithumia) or lack of sleep are the soul causes of pleasure in eating and 
drinking and sexual indulgence, and in… sleeping, after a time of waiting… until the 
moment comes when these will give the greatest possible satisfaction  (hōs eni hēdista)”.1 
Desire was thus tied to need and it was not good to create desires that went beyond 
needs. Understood in this way, moderation could not take the form of an obedience 
to a system of laws for needs differ; nor could it serve as a principle for nullifying 
pleasures for it provided for their satisfaction. It was an art, a practice of pleasures 
that was capable of self-limitation through the “use” of those pleasures based on need 
(hs ii, 56-57/66-67).
1 Xenophon, Memorabilia, IV, 5, 9, in HS II, 56/66.
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The art of making use of pleasure also had to be adapted to suit the user and his 
personal status. In practice, this meant that what constituted moral conduct varied 
from one individual to the next. It was tailor-made. “It was a generally accepted 
principle of government”, for example, “that the more one was in the public eye, the 
more authority one had or wanted to have over others, and the more one sought to 
make one’s life into a brilliant work whose reputation would spread far and last long 
– the more necessary it was to adopt and maintain, freely and deliberately, rigorous 
standards of conduct” (hs ii, 60/71). 
Greek morality therefore did not constitute a form of austerity that aimed to 
govern all individuals in the same way. On the contrary, everything was a matter of 
adjustment, circumstance, and personal position. The few great common laws – of the city, 
religion, nature – remained present, but they merely sketched a distant outline. Inside 
their boundaries, practical thought had to deﬁne proper conduct. There was no need 
of a text that would have the force of law, but rather of a technē or “practice”, a savoir-
faire which, by taking general principles into account, would guide action in its time, 
according to its context, and in view of its ends. Therefore, in this form of morality, the 
individual made himself into an ethical subject by means of an attitude and a quest that 
individualized his action, modulated it, and perhaps even gave him a special brilliance 
by virtue of the rational and deliberate structure his action manifested (hs ii, 62/73). 
3.3 Enkrateia or mastery: excavating the relationship to self
Enkrateia refers to the forms of self-relationship and the practices and the techniques 
on which this relationship was based. For a long time, enkrateia (mastery) was 
understood in terms of sōphrosynē (moderation). Xenophon, for example, uses these two 
terms interchangeably when he speaks of moderation.1 In the Republic, Plato deﬁnes 
moderation (sōphrosynē) by enkrateia: “Moderation (sōphrosynē) is a certain orderliness 
and mastery (kosmos kai enkrateia) over certain pleasures and appetites.2 They are not 
exact synonyms, however, for each refers to a somewhat different mode of relationship 
to self. The virtue of sōphrosynē is described as a very general state that ensures that 
one will do “what is ﬁtting as regards both gods and men”3 – that is, one will not only 
be moderate but righteous, just, and courageous. In the Nicomachean ethics, Aristotle 
characterizes sōphrosynē by the fact that the subject deliberately chooses and applies 
reasonable principles of action; that he holds to the “right mean” between insensitivity 
and excess, and that he derives pleasure from the moderation he displays.4
In contrast, enkrateia is characterized more by an active form of self-mastery, which 
enables one to resist or struggle, and to achieve domination in the area of desires and 
1 Xenophon, Cyropaedia, VIII, 1, 30, in HS II, 64/75.
2 Plato, Republic, IV, 430e, in ibid.
3 Plato, Gorgias, 507a-b, in ibid.
4 Here Foucault refers to Helen North’s insistence that it was Aristotle who ﬁrst distinguished systematically between 
sōphrosynē and enkrateia. See North, H., Sōphrosynē, pp. 202-203; Aristotle, Nicomachean ethics, III, 11, 12, 118b-
119a; VII, 7, 1150a-1152a, in HS II, 64-65/75-76.
55Section I: Writing a history of “ethics”
pleasures. Aristotle stresses that enkrateia, with its opposite, akrasia, is located on the 
axis of struggle, resistance, and combat; it is self-control, tension, and “continence” 
– exercising self-restraint, especially sexually, even though he experiences pleasures 
that are not in accord with reason. Thus enkrateia rules over pleasures and desires, 
but has to struggle to maintain control. Enkrateia thus appears as the prerequisite 
of sōphrosynē, as the form of control that the individual must exercise over himself to 
become moderate (sōphrōn).
Generally speaking, the classical conception of the term enkrateia refers to the 
dynamics of a domination of oneself by oneself. This exercise of domination implies an 
agonistic relation. To be able to behave ethically one had to adopt a combative attitude 
towards the pleasures. Although these forces were considered natural, their potential 
or inclination was for revolt and excess. To use them moderately one therefore had to 
be able to oppose, resist, and subdue them. They posed the constant threat of engulﬁng 
the whole individual, eventually enslaving him. In other words, it was not the intrinsic 
nature of these forces, their disqualiﬁcation on principle that necessitated this “polemical” 
attitude towards oneself, but their possible ascendancy and dominion. Ethical conduct 
in matters of pleasure was contingent on a battle for power (hs ii, 66/77-78).
This combative relationship with adversaries was also an agonistic relationship with 
oneself for these adversaries were part of the self. In the ethics of the aphrodisia, the 
inevitability and difﬁculty of the combat derived from the fact that it unfolded as 
a solo contest: to struggle against the desires and the pleasures was to cross swords 
with oneself. Plato posits a prior distinction between two parts of the soul, a better 
and worst part, which means that each individual contains an enemy within. And 
while the victory “of oneself over oneself” is the noblest of victories to be won, “being 
defeated by oneself is the most shameful… the worst of all defeats”.1
Such a “polemical” attitude with respect to oneself resulted in victory if it enabled 
one to set up a solid and stable state of rule of the self over the self. The intensity of the 
desires and the pleasures did not disappear, but the moderate subject controlled it well 
enough never to be overwhelmed. According to Aristotle, enkrateia, deﬁned as mastery 
and victory, presupposes the presence of desires.2 The moderate individual is not one 
who has no desires but one who desires “only to a moderate degree, not more than he 
should, nor when he should not.3
Accordingly, virtue was not conceived as a state of integrity, but as a relationship 
of domination, of mastery. This is evident in the terms employed – whether in Plato, 
Xenophon, Diogenes, Antiphon, or Aristotle – to deﬁne moderation: “rule the desires 
and the pleasures”; “exercise power over them”; “govern them” (kratein, archein). To form 
oneself as a virtuous and moderate subject, the individual has to construct a relationship 
with the self that is of the “domination-submission”, “command-obedience”, mastery-
1 Plato, Laws, I, 626d-e, in HS II, 69/80.
2 Aristotle, Nicomachean ethics, VII, 2, 1146a, in HS II, 69/81.
3 Ibid., III, 11, 1119a, in HS II, 70/81.
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docility” type (and not, as will be the case in Christian spirituality, a relationship of the 
“elucidation-renunciation”, decipherment-puriﬁcation” type). The latter presupposes a 
moment of truth or insight during which the individual discovers him-/herself to 
be sinful or immoral for the ﬁrst time. Upon realization, immediate renunciation or 
puriﬁcation of the sinful nature is required, and the ethical life is inaugurated. To 
be sure, one has to continuously resist one’s recalcitrant sinful nature, but from this 
moment onwards the capacity to resist is not self-cultivated but Other-invoked. As 
we shall see later, this position is exempliﬁed by Levinas’s ethical metaphysics – even 
more so than by traditional Christian spirituality. According to Levinas, the ethical 
initiative comes from the Other and the self is reduced to radical passivity.
According to Foucault’s Greeks, on the other hand, ethics precisely entails an 
active self-stylization of a self able to constantly struggle against those forces within 
threatening to enslave, exploit and overpower it. There is no one turning point or 
victory but a constant battle of the self against itself. It is not a matter of passively 
awaiting ethical intervention, but of actively participating in one’s own ethical formation. It is 
a “choice… a willingness to give one’s life a certain form. A matter of style, as it were: 
an individual is called upon to temper his conduct in terms of the mastery he intends 
to bring to bear on himself, and in terms of the moderation with which he aims to 
exercise his mastery over others” (hs ii, 182/201). 
For the Greeks, the exercise of self-mastery was characterized as a freedom – the 
deliberate practice of freedom. They did not hope to preserve or regain an original 
innocence, nor was it – except of course in the Pythagorean tradition – because they 
wanted to maintain a purity; they wanted to be free and to be able to remain so.  And 
this freedom did not only pertain to the city as a whole, as if the citizens were devoid 
of individuality or interiority. The freedom at stake was, for each of them, a certain 
form of relationship of the individual with himself. And this freedom was not the 
independence of a free will, but paradoxically the enslavement of the self by oneself 
which prevented enslavement to the pleasures. (hs ii, 78-79/91-92). 
The struggle to maintain one’s freedom requires training, an askēsis. Plato often 
returns to the Socratic principle of askēsis. He associates the requirement of practice or 
training with the need to attend to oneself. In the ﬁrst instance, this epimeleia heautou, 
care of the self, was the precondition that had to be met before one was qualiﬁed to 
lead or attend to the affairs of others. Self-mastery and the mastery of others were 
regarded as having the same form. Since one was expected to govern oneself in the 
same manner as one governed one’s household and played one’s role in the city, it 
followed that the development of personal virtues – of enkrateia in particular – was not 
essentially different from the development that enabled one to rise above other citizens 
to a position of leadership. The means employed to educate the man who would be of 
service to this city, was also moral training for anyone who wanted to master himself. 
Care for self was therefore considered the condition of possibility for care for others. 
I can only care for others once I have taken care of myself; and once I have learnt 
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how to care for myself, I will necessarily be able to care for others for it requires the 
same skills.
Care of the self included not only the need to know (to know the things one does 
not know, to know that one is ignorant, to know one’s own nature), but also to attend 
effectively to the self, and to exercise and transform oneself.1 The Pythagorean tradition, 
for example, recognized many exercises: dietary regimes, reviewing one’s misdeeds at 
the end of the day, or meditation practices. In Xenophon, Plato, Diogenes, and Aristotle, 
one ﬁnds that askēsis is speciﬁed as an exercise of self-control. Exercise was regarded as 
the actual practice of what one needed to train for, not something distinct from the 
goal to be reached. Thus, in classical Greek thought, especially in the tradition issuing 
from Socrates, moral askēsis took the form of exercises or practical training that was 
indispensable if an individual wanted to form himself as an ethical subject. It equipped 
the individual with the aidōs that would lead to self-respect through the respect one 
showed others (hs ii, 77/89-90). 
Paradoxically, the mastery that one exercised over oneself was considered a freedom. 
Plato explains that this freedom was more than a non-enslavement, more than an 
emancipation from any exterior or interior constraint. In its full, positive form, it was a 
power that one brought to bear on oneself in the power that one exercised over others. 
On the one hand, this self-rule moderates the rule over others, but the rule of others 
also enables the self to establish a self-relation through self-rule. 
In order not to be excessive, not to do violence, in order to avoid the trap of 
tyrannical authority (over others) coupled with a soul tyrannized by desires, the 
exercise of political power required, as its own principle of internal regulation, power over 
oneself. Moderation, understood as an aspect of dominion over the self, was on an equal 
footing with justice, courage, or prudence, that is, it was a virtue that qualiﬁed a man 
to exercise his mastery over others. The most kingly man was king of himself (basilikos, 
basileuōn heautou).2
However, this freedom-power combination that characterized the mode of being 
of the moderate man could not be conceived without a relation to truth. To rule one’s 
conduct meant to bring unruly desires under the authority of the logos. One could not 
form oneself as an ethical subject without simultaneously forming oneself as a subject 
of knowledge. This relation to truth never took the form of a decipherment of the self 
by the self or a hermeneutics of desire.3 Of course, it did involve knowledge of the self 
– the Socratic-Platonic aspect – “but it is also the knowledge of a certain number of 
rules of conduct… which are at the same time truths and regulations. To care for self”, 
Foucault continues, “is to ﬁt one’s self out with these truths. That is where ethics is 
linked to the game of truth” (1984a: 5). Foucault recalls a metaphor used by Plutarch: 
1 On the connection between exercises and care of the self, see Plato, Alcibiades, 123d, in HS II, 73/85.
2 Plato, Republic, IX, 580c, in HS II, 81/94.
3 In other words, “it was not equivalent to an obligation for the subject to speak truthfully concerning himself, to bear 
his soul as a domain of potential knowledge where barely discernible traces of desire needed to be read and interpreted” 
(HS II, 89/102-103, modiﬁed).
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“You must have learned principles so ﬁrmly that when your desires, your appetites or 
your fears awaken like barking dogs, the logos will speak with the voice of a master who 
silences the dogs by a single command” (ibid., p. 6).
Accordingly, for the Greeks of the fourth century, the relation to truth was a 
structural, instrumental, and ontological condition for establishing the individual 
as moderate subject. The structural condition implied that the logos be placed in a 
position of supremacy in the human being so as to subdue the desires and regulate 
behaviour. The exercise of the logos was also instrumental therein that it helped the 
moderate man to use pleasure according to needs, appropriate times and circumstances. 
The ontological condition refers to the Socratic theme according to which one has to 
know oneself in order to practice virtue. But it was not an epistemological condition 
enabling the individual to recognize himself in his singularity as a desiring subject 
and to purify himself of the desire uncovered (hs ii, 86-89/99-103). 
This relationship to truth, constitutive of the moderate subject, opened onto an 
aesthetics of existence. Foucault explains that this was deﬁned as “a way of life whose 
moral value did not depend either on one’s being in conformity with a code of behavior, 
or on an effort of puriﬁcation, but on certain formal principles in the use of pleasures…
Through the logos, through reason and the relation to truth that governed it, such 
a life was committed to the maintenance and reproduction of an ontological order; 
moreover, it took on the brilliance of a beauty that was revealed to those able to 
behold it” (hs ii, 89/103). In the Gorgias, Socrates explains that virtue does not come 
into being at random, but by some structure and correctness and craft (taxis, orthotēs, 
technē).1 Conversely, the Republic shows how the brilliance of the soul and of the body 
is incompatible with the excess and violence of the pleasures. The beauty of the body 
must match the beautiful character of a man’s soul (kala ēthē).2  
According to Deleuze (1988: 100), in Foucault we thus ﬁnd “’a relation to oneself’ 
that consciously derives from one’s relation with others”, on the one hand, and a “’self-
constitution’ that consciously derives from the moral code as a rule for knowledge”, on the 
other. Ultimately, “thanks to a double unhooking or ‘differentiation’ [décrochage]… the 
relation to oneself assumes an independent status”. Later we shall critically access to what 
extent the self really can “unhook” or distance itself from power and knowledge.3
1 Plato, Gorgias, 506d-507d, in HS II, 90/103.
2 Plato, Republic, 402d-403b, in HS II, 90/104.
3 Deleuze (1988: 100) interprets this connection between care of self and care of others as follows: “It is as if the 
relations of the outside folded back to create a doubling, allow a relation to oneself to emerge, and constitute an inside 
which is hollowed out and develops its own unique dimension: ‘enkrateia’, the relation to oneself that is self-mastery, 
‘is a power that one brought to bear on oneself in the power that one exercised over others’ (how could one claim to 
govern others if one could not govern oneself?) to the point where the relation to oneself becomes ‘a principle of internal 
regulation’ in relation to the constituent powers of politics, the family, eloquence, games and even virtue”. Later we shall 
see that Deleuze fails to take into account that “the relations to the outside” include not only relations to others, but also 
power relations in the broader sense – as constituent of the social fabric.
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3.4 Taking stock
Thus far we have seen that in classical Greek thought, sexual practice was conceptualized 
as an ethical domain comprised of four elements: (1) the “ethical substance” was formed 
by pleasurable acts associated with an intense pleasure (aphrodisia). Although natural, 
these acts were considered dangerous for they were prone to excess. The principle 
according to which this activity was to be regulated, (2) the “mode of subjection”, 
was not deﬁned by a universal legislation determining permitted or forbidden acts, 
but rather by a savoir-faire, an art that described proper use depending on different 
variables (need, time, status). The effort that the individual was urged to bring to bear 
on himself, (3) the necessary ascesis, had the form of a battle to be fought to establish 
a dominion of self over self. Finally,  (4) the mode of being to which this self-mastery 
gave access was characterized as an active freedom – indissociable from a structural, 
instrumental, and ontological relation to truth. 
Classical antiquity’s moral reﬂection was not directed towards a codiﬁcation of 
acts, nor towards a hermeneutics of the subject, but towards a stylization of attitudes 
and an aesthetics of existence. None of the “experts”, be it the doctors, moralists or 
philosophers, ever prescribed exactly what ought or ought not be done. Since the 
regulation of conduct presented itself as a sort of open-ended requirement, it was up to 
the individual to stylize his conduct.
Moderation was an exercise of freedom that took form in self-mastery – both a 
freedom from the tyranny of the pleasures, and a freedom to stylize one’s conduct with 
the aid of reason and knowledge (of the self and of codes of conduct). Thus, although 
the emphasis was on how much instead of on what one indulged in, it was never a case 
of anything goes. For this freedom was conceived as a power that one brought to bear 
on oneself in the power that one exercised over others. Relations with others enabled 
the self to establish a relation to the self. This self-rule, in turn, acted as principle of 
internal regulation, moderating the rule over others. It was the subject’s actions, his 
self-restraint, the way he related to himself in the relationship he had with others 
– much more than the acts committed or the desires concealed – that made him liable 
to value judgements. These value judgements pertained to moral value that was at once 
aesthetic value and truth value (hs ii, 93/107).
Chapter 4: Stylizing one’s conduct
Foucault continues his analyses in L’Usage des plaisirs by using, as his source material, 
existing and recognized practices by which men sought to shape their conduct: their 
dietary, domestic and courtship practices (dietetics, economics and erotics) (hs ii, 36/44, 
93/107). The various medical and philosophical recommendations were not aimed at 
codiﬁcation but at a “holistic stylization” taking into account the individual’s body, 
his home and family, his love life and his relation to truth. These analyses are relevant 
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to our argument for they illustrate how physical regimen cultivated moral ﬁrmness, 
and how moral fortitude carried more weight than any purely aesthetic motive to 
caring for the body (dietetics). In various ways these analyses testify to the fact that 
economic life constituted an ethical domain par excellence (economics). They show, for 
example, in what way care of the self functioned as an internal regulatory principle 
that prevented abusive behaviour towards others. Foucault’s reading of the art of the 
reciprocal conduct of a man and a boy in a love relationship (erotics) indicate how 
proper conduct was the outcome of the interaction between the self and the other, like 
two power relations delimiting one another. 
4.1 Dietetics: my body and I
We have seen that the Greeks’ moral reﬂection on sexual behaviour was not aimed at 
the justiﬁcation of interdictions, but at the stylization of an activity in the exercise of 
the individual’s power and the practice of his liberty. The problematization of sexual 
pleasure did not seek to uncover its different pathological effects or to institute what 
Foucault had elsewhere described as “dividing practices”, drawing distinctions between 
admissible acts and those considered harmful or “abnormal” (hs ii, 97, 136/111, 153). It 
was a matter of regimen aimed at regulating sexual activity to promote health, not to 
cure perversions. The proper use of pleasures was determined depending on individual 
constitution and according to circumstances (hs ii, 136/153).
Regimen (diaitē), which constituted a whole art of living, refers to the prescribed 
course of medical treatment, way of life, or diet for the promotion and maintenance of 
health. It characterized the way in which one managed one’s existence, and it enabled a 
set of rules to be afﬁxed to conduct. These rules were based on a nature which had to 
be preserved and to which it was right to conform (hs ii, 101/115).
In the different areas that comprised the physical life of a man – “exercises (ponoi), 
foods (sitia), drinks (pota), sleep (hypnoi), and sexual relations (aphrodisia)”1 – regimen 
needed to establish a measure (hs ii, 102/116). This measure referred not only to 
the corporeal realm but also to the moral realm. The Pythagoreans, for example, 
emphasized the correlation between the care given to the body and the concern for 
preserving the purity of the soul. The many alimentary taboos they set for themselves 
had cultural and religious signiﬁcance – it both had the authority of a moral precept 
and the utility of sound advice for health. Also according to Plato, moral ﬁrmness was 
the real justiﬁcation for these practices by which one sought to acquire strength, beauty, 
and physical health. These things meant nothing unless one acquired moderation as a 
result. The physical regimen is not to be cultivated for its own sake, but ought to accord 
with the principle of a general aesthetics of existence in which the equilibrium of the 
body was one of the conditions of the proper hierarchy of the soul. They would have 
disapproved of bodybuilding, for example, as it makes the soul sluggish by enveloping 
it in a too-powerful musculature. Regimen precisely had to prevent such “athletic” 
1 Hippocrates, Epidemics, VI, 6, 1, in HS II, 101/115.
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excesses as well as an exaggerated care of the body (perittē epimeleia tou sōmatos), typical 
of valetudinarians – those hypochondriacs who are abnormally and often unduly 
anxious about their health.1 
If the Greeks were concerned with the body it was not because they wanted to 
live forever or break all records. Rather, a regimen had to prepare individuals to face 
different situations and unforeseen events. As such, dietetics was a strategic art – a 
manual for adjusting one’s behaviour to ﬁt the circumstances. It was perceived as a 
concrete and active practice of the relation to self. 
In the Memorabilia, for example, Socrates advises that “care” (of one’s health) should 
also develop into a vigilant attentiveness to oneself: one should observe oneself and 
record it by taking notes. To become an art of existence, good management of the body 
had to include writing. In fact, Foucault writes that “[t]aking care of oneself became 
linked to constant writing activity. The self is something to write about…” It involved 
“taking notes on oneself to be reread, writing treatises and letters to friends to help 
them, and keeping notebooks in order to reactivate for oneself the truths one needed” 
(Foucault 1982b: 27). This enabled the individual to gain his independence and choose 
sensibly between what was good and bad for him, what suits his constitution.2 This 
technē created the possibility of forming oneself as a subject in control of his conduct; 
the possibility of making oneself a skilful and prudent guide of oneself, one who had 
a sense of the right time and the right measure. In this way, the ethical subject had to 
be able to ensure himself against future ills (hs ii, 139/156).
4.2  Economics: my family and I
Economics refers to the art of an individual’s behaviour in the household and his 
activities and conduct outside it which have bearing on the home. In the Politics, 
Aristotle stresses that the art (technē) of economics is much more concerned with people 
than with inanimate property,3 which would make of economics an ethical domain 
par excellence.
As far as marriage was concerned, the conduct of the husband and wife was 
determined by their appointed roles and the juridical and social status that went along 
with it. The wife was under her husband’s power, but she nevertheless occupied a pre-
eminent place, that of mistress of the household. Although a man could only have a 
single lawful wife, he regularly sought his pleasures elsewhere. Marriage therefore 
imposed sexual exclusivity on the wife, but the husband was considered “faithful” as 
1 Plato, Republic, III, 406a-407, in HS II, 105/119.
2 Xenophon, Memorabilia, IV, 7, in HS II, 108/122. Foucault stressed the signiﬁcance of this writing activity on several 
occasions. According to him, the ethic it reﬂected was oriented to “the care of oneself, toward deﬁnite objectives such as 
retiring into oneself, reaching oneself, living with oneself, being sufﬁcient to oneself, proﬁting by and enjoying oneself”. 
The objective of the hypomnemata was “to make of the recollection of the fragmentary logos transmitted by teaching, 
listening, or reading a means to establish as adequate and as perfect a relationship of oneself to oneself as possible” 
(Foucault 1983c: 365). 
3 Aristotle, Politics, I, 13, 1259b, in HS II, 175/194.
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long as he recognized his wife’s pre-eminence over other women even while indulging 
their sexual fancies.1 However, insofar as the husband’s authority over others had to be 
tempered by his self-mastery, he was expected to limit his sexual options (hs ii, 143-
147/159-164). Although marital ﬁdelity was not a prerequisite, one does ﬁnd isolated 
elements of a marriage ethics that seems to demand a renunciation of all extramarital 
sexual activity on the part of both spouses.2 Isocrates, for example, presents this austerity 
as a reﬁnement whose exemplary value does not take the form of a universal prescription 
or permanent commitment, but that of an achievement instead (hs ii, 182/201).
In the Laws, Plato emphasizes the fact that compliance to laws are most effective 
when they are self-imposed. He realized that prescriptions and threats will not sufﬁce 
to adequately control violent desires, but that a voluntary ethics is called for.3 In other 
words, compliance to marital principles should be the result of an internal persuasion 
resulting from reverence for the law but, more importantly, from the concern one 
should have for oneself, one’s reputation and honour.4
Being married meant, above all, being the head of a family, having authority, 
exercising power in the “home”, and fulﬁlling household obligations that affected one’s 
reputation as a citizen. This is why reﬂection on marriage and the good behaviour 
of husbands was regularly combined with reﬂection concerning the oikos (house and 
household) (hs ii, 151/167).
Foucault resorts to Xenophon’s Oeconomicus as source material for his account 
of classical Greece’s conception of married life (hs ii, 152-165/169-183). The text is 
presented as a set of precepts concerning the way to manage one’s estate. This 
management activity is practiced in the marketplace, in the agora as well as in the 
oikos. The oikos comprises more than just the house proper; it also includes the ﬁelds 
and possessions, wherever they might be located. It deﬁnes a whole sphere of activities 
which is connected to a lifestyle and an ethical order. If the landowner takes proper care 
of his estate, his existence is both beneﬁcial to him and becomes useful to the entire 
city. His lifestyle is an endurance exercise – physical training that is good for the body, 
its health and vigour, but it also encourages piety by making it possible to offer rich 
sacriﬁces to the gods. It favours friendship relations by enabling one to show generosity, 
1 In this regard Eagleton (1990: 394) writes, “[t]his is a subject-centred morality with a vengeance: ‘For the wife [of 
Greek antiquity] … having sexual relations only with her husband was a consequence of the fact that she was under his 
control. For the husband, having sexual relations only with his wife was the most elegant way of exercising his control’ 
(HS II, 151/167-168). Chastity is a political necessity for women and an aesthetic ﬂourish for men”. Elsewhere Foucault 
explains that the wife’s virtue constituted the correlative and the proof of a submissive behaviour, while the man’s 
austerity was part of “an ethics of self-delimiting domination” (HS II, 184/203). If “self-delimiting domination” is “an 
aesthetic ﬂourish” then the latter is not at all as ignoble as Eagleton would like us to believe. The charge of aestheticization 
levelled against Foucault by Eagleton and others will be addressed more extensively in Section III, Chapter 2. 
2 Foucault cites Xenophon’s Oeconomicus, Aristotle’s Economics, and certain texts by Plato and Isocrates.
3 This, despite the fact that all other marital injunctions, like the proper age to marry, is formulated not as a voluntary 
ethics, but as coercive regimentation. See Plato, Laws, VIII, 835e, in HS II, 168/186.
4 Ibid., VIII, 840a-c, d-e, 841a-b, in HS II, 168-169/186-187.
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offer hospitality, and manifest one’s beneﬁcence towards other citizens. It beneﬁts the 
city therein that it adds to its wealth, and furthermore, strong landowners make strong 
soldiers and good defenders of the homeland that houses the wealth that he possesses 
(hs ii, 153/170). Analogous to the Levinasian existent’s economic existence, as we shall 
see later,1 the individual lives “on” and “from” (vivre de)  the world’s provisional alterity 
which enables it to become ethical – to show generosity and hospitality towards others. 
In fact, the reﬂexive economy of the self is a necessary condition for the possibility of 
taking up one’s responsibility towards others.
The “economic” art consequently also teaches the practice of commanding. To 
manage the oikos is to command, and being in charge of the household is not different 
from the power that is to be exercised over the city. In fact, the domestic art was 
considered to be of the same nature as the political and the military art, at least insofar 
as all three involved ruling others.2 The oikos served as support and context for the 
marital relationship and took the form of a pedagogy and a government of behaviour. It 
was the husband’s responsibility to train and guide his often very young wife to enable 
her to assume her responsibilities of running the household, to make her into the co-
worker, the partner, the synergos he needs for the reasonable practice of economy.
The home provides “shelter” (stegos) which delimits an outside and an inside, the 
ﬁrst being the man’s domain and the second constituting the privilege place of the 
woman. It is also the place where they bring in, store and preserve that which has 
been acquired; to shelter is to provide for future distribution at the right times. 
Outside, the man sows, cultivates, ploughs, and tends to the ﬂocks; he brings back the 
things he has produced, earned, or acquired through exchange. Indoors, the woman 
receives, preserves, and allocates according to need. Thus it is the husband’s duty to 
bring provisions into the house, and it is the wife’s management that regulates their 
expenditure.3 The husband is responsible for production, the wife for preservation, 
storage and expenditure. Together they provide for the future and the insecurity it 
brings. It has to be understood that marriage, the functions of a head of a family, and 
the government of an oikos presuppose that one has acquired the ability to govern 
oneself, that is, to exercise self-control (enkrateia) (hs ii, 160/178). 
As we shall see, all the same themes recur in the early Levinas’s account of the 
existent’s economic existence.4 Within the context of the larger argument pursued here, 
it is important to note the structural analogy between Foucault and Levinas’s respective 
accounts of the life of the individual. Both are concerned with everyday practices – with 
the reﬂexive economy of the Same. For Foucault, this is the arena where ethics, as the 
stylization of my freedom and activities, plays itself out. For Levinas, the economic 
existence of the individual “precedes” the ethical life as necessary condition for the 
1 See, for example, Part II, Section IIII, Chapter 3.
2 Xenophon, Oeconomicus, XXI, 4-6, in HS II, 154/171.
3 Ibid., VII, 19-35, in HS II, 157/175.
4 See speciﬁcally the subsections entitled “Making a home” and “The future as insecurity” (Part II, Section III, Chapter 3).
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ethical conversion. Both aesthetic self-formation in Foucault and economic existence in 
Levinas consequently prepare the individual to become ethical. 
In a few texts, dating from the fourth century and the beginning of the ﬁfth, Foucault 
ﬁnds evidence of the conviction that the state of marriage calls for at least some form 
of sexual moderation. These appeals for sexual moderation are made in the name of 
an aesthetics of existence. Isocrates’s exposition concerning the way Nicocles manages 
his life as married man is a good example. Here an explicit connection is established 
between the views on moderation and marriage it sets forth and the exercise of political 
power. To be moderate implies continuity and homogeneity between the government 
of a state and that of a household. Firstly, one should respect all associations (koinōniai) 
that one has formed with others, that is, not only civil, social or political associations, 
but also the lifelong association with one’s wife.
The link between moderation and power evident throughout the text, is conceived 
primarily as an essential relationship between dominion over others and dominion 
over yourself. Here as elsewhere, self-mastery is considered to be a moral precondition 
for leading others: “Govern yourself no less than your subjects, and consider that your 
are in the highest sense a king when you are a slave to no pleasure, but rule over your 
desires more ﬁrmly than over your people”.1 The ruler’s self-control (sōphrosynē) was to 
be an example to the state – he had to be a model for everyone by being better than 
the best.2 This virtue was an important political value since, as far as the subjects are 
concerned, it reveals the kind of relationship that the prince maintains with himself. It 
is this relationship with the self that regulates the use the prince makes of the power 
he exercises over others. The prince’s virtue founds a compact between the ruler and 
the ruled: the latter can obey him, seeing that he is master of himself. On the other 
hand, the prince can demand his subjects’ obedience, since his own virtue warrants it. 
The prince’s relationship with himself and the manner in which he forms himself as an 
ethical subject are crucial components of the political structure (hs ii, 174/193). 
Care of the self therefore acts as an internal regulatory principle which prevents abusive 
behaviour towards others. The ethically more signiﬁcant question, however, is whether 
it also leads to spontaneous responsiveness and generosity towards others? If there is 
no princely duty to fulﬁl, will the self-concerned self still take up his/her responsibility 
towards others? Later we shall see that this forms the crux of the criticism levelled 
against Foucault.
4.3 Erotics: my lover and I
The marital relationship might not have been a domain of pleasures but the relationship 
between a man and a boy certainly was. Erotics refers to the reciprocal conduct of a 
1 Isocrates, To Nicocles, 29, in HS II, 172/190. The same theme recurs in Aristotle’s The Nicomachean ethics: “For 
a man is not a king unless he is sufﬁcient to himself and excels his subjects in all good things… therefore he will not look 
to his own interests but to those of his subjects” (Aristotle 1980: 209 [1160a31-b19]). Cf. HS II, 177/196. 
2 “To be, in the eyes of the people, better endowed with virtue than the most virtuous” (HS II, 173/192).  
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man and a boy in a love relationship. While the desire between two male individuals 
was considered quite natural, it did call for a particular mode of behaviour and the use 
of pleasures demanded a special stylistics (hs ii, 192/213).
This relationship called for special concern because it implied an age difference, 
and a related difference in status. The older male who had ﬁnished his education 
was expected to play the socially, morally, and sexually active role, and the younger 
one, who had not yet achieved his deﬁnitive status was in need of assistance, advice, 
and support. “Courtship” practices deﬁned the mutual behaviour and the respective 
strategies or conventions that both partners should observe in order to give their 
relations a “beautiful form”, that is, one that was aesthetically and morally valuable. 
These practices determined the role of the erastes and the eronemos. The ﬁrst was the 
initiator, the suitor, and this gave him rights and obligations. He had to offer gifts, 
render services and fulﬁl certain duties. The one being courted had to display guarded 
interest, careful not to yield too easily. The suitor had to pursue the boy but he could 
not exercise any statutory authority over him unless he was slave-born. The boy was 
free to choose which advances he accepted or rejected. He could not be forced; he had 
to be persuaded. There was no absolute right or wrong in love; everything depended on 
circumstances – to yield to a bad man in a bad way was considered wrong, but to yield 
to a worthy man in the right way was good.1 Here, as elsewhere, the “use” of pleasures 
determined their moral value. And again, moral reﬂection was not concerned with 
prohibitions, but with characterizing the type of attitude or relationship with oneself 
that had to be acquired (hs ii, 209/231).
Demosthenes’s Erotic essay deﬁnes the role of philosophy in safeguarding the young 
boy’s honour. His honour was at stake because his passive sexual role was irreconcilable 
with the active social role he would have to play as adult. This philosophy’s content 
is not speciﬁed apart from a reference to the Socratic theme of epimeleia heautou, “care 
of the self”,2 and to the necessity, also Socratic, of combining knowledge and exercise 
(epistēmē, meletē). It shows how to become “stronger than oneself” which, in turn, 
enables one to prevail over others. Philosophy therefore enables the young man to 
exercise self-mastery and triumph over others in the difﬁcult game of courtship in 
which his honour is at stake. 
In dietetics, it was mainly a question of mastery over oneself and over the violence 
of a perilous act; in economics, it was a question of the control that one had to exercise 
over oneself in the practice of authority that one exercised over one’s wife. Here, where 
erotics takes the boy’s point of view, the problem concerns the boy’s ability to achieve 
self-mastery in not yielding to others. The point at issue is not moderating one’s own 
power, but the best way to measure one’s strength against the power of others while 
ensuring one’s own mastery over self. The life of the boy, his bios, was considered to 
be a work of art to be ﬁnished – something that needed to be given “the greatest 
1 Plato, Symposium, 183d; also 181a, in HS II, 208/229.
2 Demosthenes, Erotic essay, 39-43, in HS II, 211/233.
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possible brilliance” (hs ii, 213/235). The active partner, on the other hand, had to make 
allowance for the boy’s freedom, his possible refusal and required consent (hs ii, 193-
199/214-219). Proper conduct is therefore determined by the particular relationship and 
interaction between the self and the other (be it a man and his wife, or a man and a boy), like 
two forces or power relations delimiting each other. 
The polarity that opposed activity and passivity in the erotic relationship was seen 
as being of the same type as the relationship between a superior and a subordinate, 
an individual that commands and one who complies. Pleasure practices were thus 
conceptualized in the same way as social rivalries and hierarchies: an analogous agonistic 
structure with analogous values attributed to the respective roles of the partners. This 
suggests that in sexual behaviour there was one role that was intrinsically honourable: 
the one that consisted in being active, in penetrating, in asserting one’s superiority (hs 
ii, 215/237). Boys could assume the role of the passive partner, but it was ethically and 
legally incompatible with certain social roles assumed by adults. It was inconceivable 
to appoint a leader that once identiﬁed with the role of pleasure object for others (hs ii, 
219/241). In other words, when one played the role of subordinate partner in the game 
of pleasure relations, one could not truly be dominant in the game of civic and political 
activity. The relationship that the boy was expected to establish with himself in order 
to become a free man, master of himself and capable of prevailing over others, was at 
variance with the form of relationship in which he would be an object of pleasure for 
another (hs ii, 221/243). The question was how to make the object of pleasure into a 
subject who was in control of his pleasures and master over himself (hs ii, 225/248).
Thus, in economics and dietetics, the voluntary moderation of the man was based 
mainly on his relation to himself. In erotics, on the other hand, it implied self-mastery 
on the part of the lover, and an ability on the part of the beloved to establish a relation 
of dominion over himself. In the ﬁnal instance, it implied a relationship between their 
two moderations, expressed in their deliberate choice of one another.
Although the Greeks granted legitimacy to the love of young boys it was in 
connection with this love, much more that with health, or women and marriage, 
that they felt the need to practice the strictest austerities. As Foucault pointed out, 
ethical concern did not necessarily follow from strict interdictions. Sometimes “[m]oral 
solicitude is strong precisely where there is neither obligation nor prohibition” (hs ii, 
10/16). The “asceticism” that came to characterize the love of boys after Plato shifted 
emphasis to the true nature of love was not a means of disqualifying the love of boys; on 
the contrary, it was a means of stylizing it and hence, by giving it form, of valourizing 
it (cf. hs ii, 233-244/256-268). 
4.4 Concluding L’usage des plaisirs
Thus, in the ﬁelds of regimen, household management and the “courting” of young 
men, the Greeks questioned themselves about sexual behaviour as an ethical problem, 
and they sought to deﬁne the form of moderation that it required. Around these 
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three focuses of problematization, the Greeks developed arts of living, of conducting 
themselves, and of “using pleasures” according to austere and demanding principles.
We have seen how sexual behaviour was constituted, in Greek thought, as a domain 
of ethical practice in the form of the aphrodisia, of pleasurable acts, situated in an 
agonistic ﬁeld of forces difﬁcult to control. Ethical conduct was the result of a “good” 
self waging a constant battle against an “evil” self in an effort to establish self-mastery. 
It was therefore not the result of a conversion brought about from the outside or from 
above, but took place on the immanent plane. Being self-involved was not unethical or 
suspect as it is for Levinas, but precisely the means through which the ethical subject 
was constituted. 
In order to take the form of a conduct that was rationally and morally admissible, 
these acts required a strategy of moderation and timing, of quantity and opportunity. 
This strategy culminated in an exact self-mastery whereby the subject would be 
“stronger than himself” even in the power that he exercised over others. Now, the 
requirement of austerity that was implied by the constitution of this self-disciplined 
subject was not presented in the form of a universal timeless law applicable to all, 
but rather as a principle of stylization of conduct for those who wished to give their 
existence the most graceful and accomplished form possible. It belongs to a history 
that is more decisive for comprehending the transformations of moral experience than 
the history of codes: a history of “ethics”, understood as the elaboration of a form of 
relation to self that enables an individual to fashion himself into a subject of ethical 
conduct (hs ii, 250-251/274-275).
In dietetics, regimen regulated the use of pleasures not to diagnose and cure 
perversions but to promote health. No one regimen was prescribed for all, for it was 
determined by individual constitution and circumstances. It was not a temporary cure 
but an entire way of life, an art of living. Regimen needed to establish a measure 
in both the corporeal and moral realm for care of the body necessarily entailed care 
of the soul. The key to this aesthetics of existence was moderation. If one practiced 
moderation one would become strong, healthy and beautiful. But to become so was 
not the goal in itself, it was a necessary side effect. Most importantly, dietetics was a 
strategic art. It had to prepare one for unforeseen events. It was a manual for reacting 
to diverse situations and changing circumstances. It was therefore seen as a concrete 
and active practice of the relation to self. The individual had to determine for himself 
what was good or bad for him; he had to become self-sufﬁcient.
In an around the household too, conduct had to testify to self-mastery. In fact, 
economics was considered an ethical domain par excellence. The husband’s austerity 
was part of an ethics of self-delimiting domination (hs iii, 184/203). A well-managed 
household ensured the couple against future ills and also gave them the opportunity 
to show generosity and offer hospitality. It was seen as a team effort: the husband had 
to produce, the wife had to preserve and store. The ethics of the household spilled over 
into the community at large. Good husbands were invariably good leaders, because 
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they knew how to practice self-control in the control they exercised over others. Herein 
the domestic art was no different than the political or military art.
Finally, the love relationship between a man and a boy demanded a special stylistics. 
The active, older partner had to learn how to make allowance for the other’s freedom 
in the mastery he exercised over himself, whereas the passive partner, the boy, had to 
learn how to become “stronger than himself” in preparation for his active social role 
which he would have to assume as adult. In love, proper conduct was determined by 
the particular relationship and agonistic interaction between the self and the other, 
like two forces or power relations delimiting each other. Pleasure practices were seen 
as analogous to social rivalries. Later Plato shifted the emphasis from the duties and 
obligations implied by this relationship to the nature of love. It became an ontological 
inquiry which uplifted the dissymmetry of the partners. They no longer lusted after 
each other but after truth. However, this “asceticism” did not disqualify the love of 
boys, but valourized it by stylizing it. 
The Greeks neither inherited nor developed a belief that a divine power had revealed 
to mankind a code of laws for the regulation of moral conduct; they had no religious 
institution invested with the authority to enforce prohibitions. Confronted by cultures 
older and richer and more elaborate than theirs, cultures which nonetheless differed 
greatly from each other, the Greeks felt free to select, adapt, develop and – above all – 
innovate.1 For them, reﬂection on sexual behaviour as a moral domain was not a means 
of internalizing, justifying, or formalizing general interdictions imposed on everyone; 
rather, it was a means of developing – for the smallest minority of the population, 
made up of free, adult males – an aesthetics of existence, the purposeful art of a 
freedom perceived as a power game. Their sexual ethics rested on a very harsh system 
of inequalities and constraints (especially in connection with women and slaves); but it 
was problematized in thought as the relationship, for a free man, between the exercise 
of his freedom, the forms of his power, and his access to truth. 
Later the different arts of existence were re-centred around the decipherment of the 
self, puriﬁcation procedures, and struggles against concupiscence. The problematization 
of sexual conduct no longer centred on pleasure and the aesthetics of its use, but desire 
and its purifying hermeneutics (hs ii, 254/278). Long before the Christian inﬂuence 
made itself felt, however, Roman innovation penetrated the Greek world, an innovation 
which, interestingly enough, foreshadowed Christianity.
4.5 Introducing Roman innovation
In the third volume of his history of sexuality, Le souci de soi, Foucault notes a certain 
strengthening of austerity themes in the ﬁrst centuries of our era (hs iii, 235/269). In 
these modiﬁcations of pre-existing themes one can see the development of an art of 
existence dominated by self-preoccupation. This art of the self no longer focuses so much 
on the excesses that need to be mastered in order to exercise one’s domination over 
1 Here Foucault quotes from K. J. Dover’s Greek homosexuality, p. 203, in HS II, 252/276.
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others. Instead, increasing emphasis is placed on the frailty of the individual faced with 
the manifold ills that sexual activity can cause. It also underscores the need to subject 
that activity to a universal form grounded in both nature and reason. What becomes 
important now is to develop all those practices by which one can maintain self-control 
and eventually arrive at a pure enjoyment of oneself. Although the philosophical ethics of 
late antiquity came to resemble Christianity in its severe precepts,1 these modiﬁcations 
in sexual ethics were not the result of an increased emphasis on forms of prohibition. 
They followed from “the development of an art of existence that resolves around the 
question of the self, of its dependence and independence, of its universal form and of the 
connection it can and should establish with others, of the procedures by which it exerts 
its control over itself, and of the way in which it can establish a complete supremacy 
over itself” (hs iii, 238-239/272-273). This increased preoccupation with the self led 
to certain modiﬁcations in the three great arts of self-conduct – dietetics, economics, 
and erotics. Medical regimens enjoyed greater attention and was supposed to deﬁne a 
reﬂective mode of relation to oneself, to one’s body, to food, with the primary objective 
to encourage and ensure self-reliance (hs iii, 100/122).  However, of most interest to us 
are those modiﬁcations which occurred in the self’s relation to others. The newfound 
preoccupation with the self paradoxically resulted in more reciprocal relations with one’s 
wife whereas boys’ popularity waned precisely because of their inability to reciprocate.
Reciprocal relations |  In the texts dating from the ﬁrst two centuries bc to the 
second century of our era, Foucault discovers a change in the ethics of matrimonial 
behaviour. Apart from the household, its management, and the raising of a family, 
what became important in the art of matrimonial existence is the personal relationship 
between husband and wife. The art of conducting oneself in marriage appeared to be 
deﬁned less by a technique of government and more by a stylistics of the individual 
bond (hs iii, 148/174-175). Also, the principle of moderate conduct in a married man 
was placed more in the duties of reciprocity than in mastery over others. More precisely, 
the dominion of oneself over oneself was increasingly manifested in the practice of 
obligations with regard to others. The intensiﬁcation of the concern for the self went 
hand in hand with a valorization of the other, which was precisely made possible by a 
deliberative art of self-limiting conduct (hs iii, 149/175).2
1 Despite this resemblance, Foucault stresses that Christianity nevertheless deﬁned an entirely different modality of the 
relation to the self: “a characterization of the ethical substance based on ﬁnitude, the Fall, and evil; a mode of subjection 
in the form of obedience to a general law that is at the same time the will of a personal god; a type of work on oneself 
that implies decipherment of the soul and a puriﬁcatory hermeneutics of desire; and a mode of ethical fulﬁlment that 
tends towards self-renunciation” (HS III, 239-240/274).
2 According to Foucault, the shift of emphasis is especially noticeable in the Stoic texts of the ﬁrst two centuries. Over 
and above management of domestic affairs, the personal relationship between man and wife became important (HS 
III, 150/177) In fact, analogously to Levinas, the wife was valorized as the other par excellence (ibid., p. 164/192). 
According to Levinas, the absolute alterity of the other can appear in its purity in the feminine. The feminine is the 
absolutely contrary contrary [le contraire absolutement contraire] (TA, 85/183). The woman is the condition 
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In Seneca and Musonius one sees that the conjugal ﬁdelity between the man and 
woman becomes increasingly symmetrical because of the respect owed to the personal 
bond between the two spouses.1 According to Plutarch, sexual intercourse, in married 
life, ought to serve as an instrument for the formation and development of symmetrical 
and reciprocal affective relationships.2 Intramarital sexual relations are no longer simply 
the consequence and manifestation of a right, but the result of affection, attachment, 
and reciprocity (hs iii, 185/216). 
Even in the most detailed texts on marriage, such as those of Plutarch, what is 
proposed is not a regulation that would distinguish between permitted and forbidden 
acts. It is instead a mode of being, a style of relations. The ethics of marriage and the 
advice on conjugal life are at the same time universally valid principles for those who 
wish to give their existence an honourable and noble form. It is the lawless universality 
of an aesthetics of existence that in any case is practiced only by a few (hs iii, 184-
185/215, my emphasis). 
Impotent boys |  Compared to the classical period, the reﬂection on the love of boys 
lost most of its intensity in the ﬁrst centuries of our era. Not that it was disqualiﬁed 
or disappeared completely. It was still common practice and considered natural. 
However, it no longer enjoyed centre stage in philosophical and moral debate. This 
“deproblematization” can in part be attributed to the inﬂuence of Roman culture. 
Hellenized as Rome was, it was not preoccupied with the love of boys to the same 
extent as the Greeks were. Marriage will now constitute the most active focus for 
deﬁning a stylistics of moral life. 
In Greek antiquity, pederasty became popular because it opened up new avenues 
of pleasure. Quite ironically, it will later be criticized and eventually go into decline 
precisely because of its radical inadequacy – its inability to accommodate relations of 
pleasure.3 It was considered a deﬁcient practice – incapable of deﬁning a style of living, 
an aesthetics of behaviour, and a whole modality of relation to oneself, to others and to 
the truth (hs iii, 189-192/219-223).
These Roman innovations thus testiﬁed to the development of an art of existence 
dominated by self-preoccupation. The individual had to learn how to practice and 
maintain self-control so as to arrive at a pure enjoyment of and supremacy over the self. 
for recollection, the interiority of the home, and inhabitation. However, she is not yet the you [vous] of the face that 
reveals itself in a dimension of height, but precisely the thou [tu] of familiarity (TI, 155/128-129).
1 See Seneca, Letters to Lucilius, 94, 26; and Musonius Rufus, Reliquiae, XII, p. 66, in HS III, 172/201.
2 Plutarch, Dinner of seven wise men, 156d, in HS III, 182/212.
3 Plutarch, for example, considered both the husband and the wife as active subjects and this double activity of loving 
as a source of reciprocity. “Owing to this reciprocity in the act of loving, sexual relations can have their place in the 
form of mutual affection and consent. In terms of this relational model, pederasty can only be inadequate in view of the 
strongly marked difference between the erastes and the eromenos, the dilemma of passivity… It lacks the double and 
symmetrical activity of loving… Pederasty, Plutarch might say, is a love that lacks ‘grace’.” Here Foucault is referring to 
Plutarch’s Dialogue on love, 769d-e. See HS III, 209/241-242.
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The ultimate goal of these practices was to ensure self-reliance. Although the self – his 
dependence and independence, his form and practice, was placed centre stage, others 
were also increasingly valued. The dominion of oneself over oneself was now manifested 
in the practice of obligation with regard to others. In fact, the intensiﬁcation of the 
concern for the self went hand in hand with a valorization of the other. The stylistics 
of the self, which was traditionally characterized by self-mastery and moderation, now 
also included reciprocity as decisive element for determining conduct. Although these 
Roman innovations went hand in hand with an intensiﬁcation of austerity practices, 
they did not signal stricter prohibitions. Instead, it inaugurated a new mode of 
voluntary being, a style of relations – to oneself, to others and to the truth. The way 
in which the ancients exercised and stylized their freedom will be explored in the 
following section.
SECT ION I I :  PROPOSING AN ETHICS OF CARE
Chapter 1: In your dreams
1.1 Ethics as an ethos
Foucault inaugurates the third volume in his history of sexuality with the analysis 
of what he describes as a “practical” work. It is not a work of moral reﬂection or 
prescription but deals with everyday life. Herewith he sets the tone of this volume, a 
tone which exempliﬁes his conception of ethics as an ethos. What the Greeks called an 
ethos, Foucault understands as “a mode of relating to contemporary reality; a voluntary 
choice made by certain people; …a way of thinking and feeling; …of acting and 
behaving that at one and the same time marks a relation of belonging and presents 
itself as a task.” In short, an ethos is essentially an “attitude” (Foucault 1983a: 39) that 
translates into action, ethical action. It is a practical engagement in everyday reality 
which is informed by a critical questioning, a historical interrogation of the present. 
Elsewhere Foucault (1984a: 6) says: “Ethos was the deportment and the way to behave. 
It was the subject’s mode of being and a certain manner of acting visible to others. 
One’s ethos was seen by his dress, by his bearing, by his gait, by his poise with which 
he reacts to events, etc. For them [the Greeks], that is the concrete expression of liberty. 
That is the way they ‘problematized’ their freedom”.
 Ethics understood as an ethos does not seek to establish universal structures of 
thought and action, in order to ﬁx the limits of what we may legitimately do. Instead 
it seeks to determine, through historical investigations, to what extent what is accepted 
as universal, necessary and obligatory is in actual fact historically singular, contingent 
and the product of arbitrary constraints. By problematizing our prevailing ways of life, 
this critical reﬂection seeks to foster the possibility of going beyond existing limits, 
thinking differently, creating different forms of life (Foucault 1983a: 45-50). Foucault 
deﬁned thinking itself as a process of reﬂective problematization. It is what allows one 
to step back from a way of acting and reacting, to “present it to oneself as an object of 
thought and question it as to its meaning, its conditions, its goals”. Thought, he says, is 
“freedom in relation to what one does, the motion by which one detaches oneself from it, 
establishes it as an object, and reﬂects on it as a problem” (Foucault 1984g: 388). And 
it is this idea of self-detachment that is at the heart of Foucault’s conception of ethics, 
a historico-critical attitude towards ourselves.1 
1 In this regard also see Falzon 1998: 67-75.
73Section II: Proposing an ethics of care
We have seen that Foucault’s historiographical studies of classical antiquity are 
not aimed at the reanimation of a bygone era. Our problems were not their problems 
just as their solutions cannot be our solutions. The ancients offer no alternative. In 
fact, Foucault does not believe in or even accept the notion of alternative (Foucault 
1983c: 343). What the Greeks have mastered that we can learn from is the art of self-
critique. Care of the self is not the ﬁnal word and Foucault is certainly not proposing 
it as the centre of a new philosophical thought or another kind of politics (Foucault 
1984a: 13-14). The process of self-formation and self-critique – of being critical of 
and moving beyond imposed and self-imposed limits, is itself “always limited and 
determined; thus we are always in the position of beginning again (Foucault 1983a: 
47). By going back to classical antiquity, Foucault wants to problematize the present, 
problematize what we are today, problematize those identities and ethical solutions 
that once seemed universal, necessary and obligatory. It is precisely the contingency 
(and arbitrariness) of ethical matters, the fact that it is time-, place- and culture speciﬁc 
that subtends the possibility of thinking and acting differently. The challenge now 
is to start thinking and acting for ourselves. The more fundamental problem, in other 
words, is that with the decline of our previously held systems of belief, and in the face 
of today’s ever-proliferating possibilities – “discharged from external direction”, as 
Kant (1784: 7) would have said – we have to learn how “to go alone”…”to walk alone”… 
to work ourselves out of the life under tutelage which has become almost our nature 
(ibid., p. 8).
This section will explore the Greek and Greco-Roman practices of the self – which 
were also practices of freedom – as they are elaborated by Foucault in his third volume 
of Histoire de la sexualité. By self-imposing a very strict discipline of self-critique, the 
ancients paradoxically opened up new possibilities of freedom. What fascinated 
Foucault was the fact that it went beyond freedom from, beyond a mere liberation 
from limitations, and was realized in an afﬁrmative project in which this freedom was 
practiced and stylized.
1.2 Economic life as ethical domain
The “practical” work, which forms the source material of the ﬁrst chapter of hs iii, is 
Artemidorus’s The interpretation of dreams. This was not the ﬁrst time that Foucault showed 
an interest in dreams. In one of his earliest works, a mediation on the psychoanalytic 
theory of Ludwig Binswanger, Foucault claimed that dreams reveal “radical liberty” 
as the human essence, the matrix within which self and world, subject and object, 
appear. According to Foucault, psychology’s proper goal is the person’s victory over 
whatever alienates him or her from the reality of liberty, which the human person is 
essentially (Foucault 1954: 109-110). In light of his later analyses of power/knowledge 
relations, Foucault corrected his description of the human person as radical liberty 
because a person “does not begin with liberty but with the limit” (Foucault 1964: 
578). A recognition of the limit, however, need not entail the abandonment of ethics. 
The encounter with the limit precisely creates the opportunity for its transgression 
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(Foucault 1963: 33; Gutting (Ed.) 1994: 143). As we shall see later, transgression forms 
the crux of Foucault’s ethics.
Artemidorus’s The interpretation of dreams also has bearing on ethics. It explores the 
link between what we dream and how we ought to conduct ourselves. It therefore 
provides its reader with methodological and hermeneutic instructions for dream 
analysis. According to Artemidorus, dreams of sexual acts are directly related to the 
dreamer’s social life.  It contains no direct and explicit moral judgements concerning 
sexual acts, but it does reveal schemas of valuation that were generally accepted (hs 
iii, 3/15). What is of interest to us, is that this “handbook-for-daily-living” uncovers 
the kind of preoccupations characteristic of ordinary people in antiquity (Artemidorus 
wrote in the second century ad). These preoccupations turn out to be not that much 
different from ours today: the “ordinary” individual’s chief concerns, besides his health, 
were “the life and death of his entourage, his enrichment, his impoverishment, the 
marriage of his children, the functions he may be called upon to exercise in the city” 
(hs iii, 7/19). The “ordinary” individual (usually a man) to whom the handbook was 
addressed had a family, possessions, quite often a trade (he runs a business; he has a 
shop). In short, the average individual of antiquity led, what Levinas might call, an 
economic existence – his chief anxieties concerned his own life and death and that of his 
loved ones. And, like in Levinas’s philosophy, it was in the economic domain that the 
subject prepared to become ethical. Unlike in Levinas however, becoming ethical was 
an active process of self-formation and not the result of intervention by the Other from 
beyond economic life.
Dreams were considered “a prophet who is always ready, a tireless and silent 
adviser” (hs iii, 5/18). However, this work does not document the formulations of an 
austere morality or the emergence of new standards of sexual conduct. “What it does 
offer are indications concerning current modes of valuation and generally accepted 
attitudes” as well as “clear references to contemporary problems and debates” (hs iii, 
9/21). These references do not concern value judgements and moral contents, but the 
procedures of decipherment and the method of dream analysis. The material on which 
the interpretations have bearing, and the situations and events they announce, belong 
to a common and traditional landscape. Foucault thus expects Artemidorus’s text 
to provide evidence of a rather widespread moral tradition although it is not in any 
sense a treatise on morality. Ethical valuations are only gleaned indirectly through the 
decipherment of dreams.
Artemidorus suggests six criteria according to which the action represented in a 
dream is judged. He writes: “It is a basic principle that everything that appears in 
accordance with nature, law, custom, craft, names, or time is good, but everything 
that is contrary to them is bad and inauspicious”.1 He distinguishes between acts in 
conformity with the law (kata nomon), contrary to the law (para nomon), and contrary 
to nature (para physin) (hs iii, 17-25/30-38). Craft refers to the technē, that is, is it in 
1 Artemidorus, The interpretation of dreams, IV, 2, in HS III, 15/28.
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conformity with the rules and practices that allow an action to achieve its ends? Time 
refers to the right time and the right circumstances. And an auspicious name, in the 
ﬁnal instance, can be an indication that the represented act is good. This principle is 
not considered universal, however, and it involves exceptions. Artemidorus even makes 
allowances for a kind of reversal of values (hs iii, 15/28). Furthermore, he does not say 
whether it is moral or immoral to commit a particular act, but whether it is good or 
bad to dream that one commits it. The principles that can be isolated do not therefore 
relate to the acts themselves but to their author and the text cannot be taken as a direct 
commentary on the value and legitimacy of sexual acts. What the text reveals instead 
is an ethics of the subject” (hs iii, 16/29, my emphasis).
1.3 The social significance of sexual acts
Artemidorus’s interpretation quite regularly uncovers a social signiﬁcation in sexual 
dreams. They refer to such events as success or failure in business, a family’s prosperity 
or reverse of fortune, an advantageous or disadvantageous undertaking, favourable 
marriages or ill-fated alliances, disputes, reconciliations, good or bad luck in a public 
career, etc. In short, sexual dreams foretell the dreamer’s destiny in social life; the 
character he portrays on the sexual stage of the dream anticipates the role he will play 
in the theatre of family life, professional endeavour, and civic affairs (hs iii, 27/40). 
There are two reasons for this: (1) In Greek there is a very pronounced ambiguity 
between the sexual meaning and the economic meaning of certain terms. The word 
sōma, for example, which designates the body, also refers to riches and possessions, 
whence the possible equivalence between the “possession” of the body and the possession 
of wealth. Ousia is substance and fortune, but it is also semen and sperm: the loss of the 
latter may mean the expenditure of the former. The term blabē, “damage”, may refer to 
economic setbacks or ﬁnancial loss, but also to the fact that one has fallen victim to an 
act of violence and that one is a passive object in a sexual act (hs iii, 27/40-41).
Another reason has to do with the particular form and intended purpose of 
Artemidorus’s work: a man’s book that is addressed mainly to men in order to help 
them lead their lives as men. The analysis of dreams was considered to be an activity 
useful for managing one’s existence and for preparing oneself for future events. Dreams, 
according to Artemidorus, are a guide that will aid the responsible man, the master 
of his house, to conduct himself in daily life according to the signs that may preﬁgure 
that life. Hence it was the fabric of this familial, economic, and social life that he 
strove to rediscover in the images of his dreams (hs iii, 28/41).
The interpretive practice at work in Artemidorus’s discourse shows, moreover, that 
the sexual dream itself is perceived, formalized, and analysed as a social scene. His 
analytic procedures clearly indicate that the interpretation of aphrodisia dreams in 
terms of success or failure, social good fortune or misfortune, presupposes a sort of 
consubstantiality between the two domains – between the sexual and the socio-economic. 
Both the elements of the dream that are used for the analysis, and the principles 
that make it possible to attribute a meaning (a predictive “value”) to those elements, 
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indicate that the sexual and socio-economic consist of the same substance or essence 
(hs iii, 28/42).
Artemidorus generally derives the predictive quality of the dream from the “value” 
of the foretelling image, that is, the good or bad character of the act represented in a 
dream. However, for Artemidorus, a sexual act with a “positive value” does not always 
coincide with what is permitted by law, honoured by opinion, and accepted by custom. 
It seems that what constitutes the “value” of a dreamed-of sexual act is the relationship 
that is established between the sexual role and the social role of the dreamer (hs 
iii, 31/45). It is this connection between the sexual and the social that renders these 
ﬁndings of interest to us and the argument pursued here.
The dreamed-of sexual act needs to obey a rule of “isomorphism” to be considered 
good. This rule takes two forms: (1) “Analogy of position” – a sexual act will be good 
if the dreaming subject occupies a sexual position that matches the one he occupies 
in real life with this same partner. Thus, to be “active” with one’s slave, for example, 
is good, but it is equally good to be passive with an individual older or richer than 
oneself. (2) “Economic adequation” refers to the fact that the “cost” and the “beneﬁt” 
of the activity must be properly regulated, both in quantity (much expense for little 
pleasure is not good) and in duration (not to waist energy on those individuals who are 
not in a position to offer compensation). According to this principle, it would be good 
to dream of sexual intercourse with slaves who, apart from labour, also yields pleasure 
(hs iii, 32/45). If the sexual actor maintains his role as social actor in the dream scene, 
it is regarded as beneﬁcial even if the act itself is reprehensible. The sexual dream 
consequently foretells the subject’s socio-economic mode of being (hs iii, 33/46).
The landscape evoked by Artemidorus was a familiar one in antiquity. It was 
characterized by the presence of several elements of a code, but these were few in 
number and rather ill-deﬁned. There were a few major prohibitions manifested in the 
form of intense aversions: fellatio, sexual relations between women, and above all, the 
usurping of the male role by a woman. There is nevertheless nothing in Artemidorus’s 
text that refers to a permanent and complete grid of classiﬁcations among permitted 
and prohibited acts. Moreover, these code elements did not play a decisive role in 
determining the “quality” of a sexual act (hs iii, 35/49).
What was decisive in evaluating sexual acts was the actor himself – his way of 
being, his particular situation, his relation to others, and the position he occupies in 
relation to them. This concern with the actor centred on the subject’s “style of activity” 
and on the relation he establishes between the sexual activity and the other aspects 
of his familial, social, and economic existence. It is in the relationship between these 
different forms of activity that the principles of evaluation of a sexual behaviour are 
essentially, but not exclusively, situated. In this regard, Artemidorus’s text testiﬁes to 
the ethical experience of the aphrodisia in the form in which it had appeared in the 
texts of the classical age – precisely insofar as it does not formulate an ethic or a set of 
moral principles (hs iii, 36/49). Foucault subsequently turns to texts dealing directly 
with sexual practices themselves and notes a certain modiﬁcation concerning “the 
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way in which ethical thought deﬁnes the relation of the subject to his sexual activity” 
(hs iii, 36/50).
Chapter 2: The cultivation of the self
The thinking of philosophers and physicians in the course of the ﬁrst two centuries 
– such as Seneca, Plutarch, Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius – manifested an attitude 
of severity and sexual austerity. They mistrusted the pleasures and emphasized the 
consequence of their abuse for the body and the soul – and this in a society known 
and reproached for its immorality and dissolute ways. In fact, later Christian authors 
would borrow extensively from this body of ethical thought. It displayed a greater 
apprehension concerning the sexual pleasures, a more intense problematization of the 
aphrodisia (hs iii, 39/53).
This return to sexual austerity can be related to certain efforts on the part of 
political power to raise moral standards in a more or less authoritarian way. These 
legislative measures were accompanied by a body of thought that opposed the current 
laxity while preaching a return to the rigor of the old customs. However, we should not 
read too much into it, Foucault cautions. These measures did not inaugurate a century-
long evolution that would lead to a regime in which sexual freedom would be more 
strictly limited by institutions and laws, whether civil or religious. These political 
strivings were too sporadic to be held accountable for the tendency toward austerity 
so often evinced in moral reﬂection over the entire course of the ﬁrst two centuries. 
Quite remarkable is the fact that this desire for moral rigor did not take the form of a 
demand for intervention on the part of public authority. Nowhere in the philosophical 
writings would one ﬁnd any proposal for a general and coercive legislation of sexual 
behaviours. Individuals were urged to be more austere, but no attempt was made to 
determine which measures or punishments might constrain everyone in a uniform 
measure. If one can speak of an increased austerity, this is not because more rigorous 
prohibitions were recommended. What stands out in the texts of the ﬁrst century is 
“the insistence on the attention that should be brought to bear on oneself; it is the modality, 
scope, constancy, and exactitude of the required vigilance… it is the importance 
attributed to self-respect” (hs iii, 41/55, my emphasis). This added emphasis on sexual 
austerity in moral reﬂection thus takes the form, not of a tightening of the code that 
deﬁned prohibited acts, but of “an intensiﬁcation of the relation to oneself by which 
one constituted oneself as the subject of one’s own acts” (ibid.). 
2.1 The rise of an “individualism”
In this context, reference is often made to the rise, in the Hellenistic and Roman 
world, of an “individualism”, which supposedly accorded increasingly more importance 
to the “private” aspects of existence, to the values of personal conduct, and to the 
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interest that people focused on themselves. What accounts for the development of that 
rigorous ethics is consequently attributed not to a strengthening of public authority, 
but rather to a weakening of the political and social framework within which the lives 
of individuals used to unfold. As the city-states were swallowed up by the empire, 
people became increasingly detached from the cities, more isolated from one another, 
and consequently more reliant upon themselves. They turned to philosophy in the 
hope of ﬁnding rules of conduct that were more personal. 
According to Foucault, this explanatory schema is not altogether without merit. 
At the same time, however, he questions the reality of that individualistic upsurge 
and the social and political progress that would have detached individuals from their 
traditional afﬁliations. Civic and political activity might have changed its form to 
a certain extent but it nevertheless remained an important part of life for the upper 
classes. The ancient societies generally remained societies of promiscuity, where 
existence was led “in public”. Individuals were situated within cohesive systems of 
local relationships, family ties, economic dependencies, and relations of patronage 
and friendships. According to Foucault, one should also not forget that the doctrines 
preaching austerity of conduct most ardently, such as the Stoics, also insisted upon 
the need to fulﬁl one’s obligations to humankind, to one’s fellow-citizens, and to one’s 
family. They were the ﬁrst to denounce an attitude of laxity and self-satisfaction in 
practices of social withdrawal (hs iii, 42/56).
According to Foucault, this individualism is often invoked to explain very diverse 
phenomena. In the process, different realities are lumped together. Three things need 
to be distinguished: (1) the individualistic attitude, characterized by the absolute value 
attributed to the individual in his singularity and by the degree of independence 
conceded to him in relation to the group or institutions to which he is answerable; (2) 
the positive valuation of private life, that is, the importance granted to family relationships 
and to the forms of domestic activity; (3) the intensity of the relations to the self, that is, of 
the forms in which one is called upon to take oneself as an object of knowledge and a 
ﬁeld of action, so as to transform, correct, and purify oneself (ibid.). 
These three attitudes may be interconnected, but these connections are neither 
constant nor necessary. There are societies or social groups, like military aristocracies 
for example, in which the individual is encouraged to assert his self-worth by means 
of actions that set him apart from the rest without him having to attribute any real 
importance to his private life or to the relations of the self to the self. There are also 
societies in which private life is highly valued, carefully protected and organized, such 
as the bourgeois classes in the Western countries of the nineteenth century. However, 
precisely for this reason, individualism in such societies is weak and relations of oneself 
to oneself are largely undeveloped. Finally, there are societies in which the relation 
to the self is intensiﬁed and developed without this resulting, as if by necessity, in 
a strengthening of the values of individualism or of private life. Foucault points out 
that the Christian ascetic movement of the ﬁrst centuries accentuated the relations of 
oneself to oneself very strongly, but in the form of a disqualiﬁcation of the values of 
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private life. When it took the form of cenobitism (monastic community), it manifested 
an explicit rejection of any individualism that might be inherent in the practice of 
reclusion (hs iii, 43/57).
The demands of sexual austerity expressed in imperial times do not seem to have 
been the manifestation of a growing individualism though. According to Foucault, it 
can more accurately be attributed to the phenomenon that might be described as a 
“‘cultivation of the self’, wherein the relations of oneself to oneself were intensiﬁed and 
valorized” (ibid.). 
As we shall see later, many critics consider Foucault’s aestheticized ethics as 
individualistic. They too mistakenly think that the practices and techniques of the self 
attribute an absolute value to the individual. Some see self-creation as nothing more 
than an act of individual heroism which contributes nothing to societal or political 
cohesion (Hiley 1985: 77-80). Others claim that Foucault’s approach is “individualist 
in its emphasis on desire and pleasure”. The individual is consequently reduced to “a 
decentred desiring existence” (Best & Kellner 1991: 290). These charges along with 
others will be the subject matter of Part I, Section iii.
 2.2 Care of the self
In this “cultivation of the self”,1 the art of existence – the technē tou biou in its different 
forms – is dominated by the injunction “take care of oneself” (heautou epimeleisthai). 
This idea that one ought to attend to oneself is a very ancient and widespread theme 
in Greek culture. It is found in the writings of Xenophon, Plutarch as well as Plato.2 
It constitutes a basic theme of the Alcibiades: Socrates reprimands the ambitious 
young man that he cannot take charge of the city, manage its affairs, and enter into 
competition with the kings of Sparta or the rulers of Persia, if he has not ﬁrst learnt 
how to attend to himself. For to be able to govern others, you must ﬁrst learn how to 
govern yourself.3 In the Apology, Socrates presents himself to his judges as a master of 
care of the self. He maintains that the gods has sent him to remind men that they need 
to concern themselves not with their riches, nor with their honour, but with themselves 
and with their souls.4
It was this theme of the care of the self, consecrated by Socrates, that later 
philosophy took up again and placed at the centre of that “art of existence” which 
philosophy claimed to be. This theme gradually acquired the dimensions and forms 
of a veritable “cultivation of the self”. In other words, the principle of care of the self 
became rather general in scope. It took the form of an ethos – an attitude, a mode of 
1 Here Foucault refers his readers to Pierre Hadot’s “Exercices spirituels et philosophie antique” which appeared in 
Annuaire de la 5e Section de l’École pratique des hautes études (1975-6). It was subsequently published in his 
book, Exercices spirituels et Philosophie antique in 1981. For the English version, see Hadot 1995. 
2 See Xenophon, Cyropaedia, VII, 5, 41; Plutarch, Apophthegmata laconica, 217a, in HS III, 44/58.
3 Plato, Alcibiades, 127d-e, in ibid. 
4 Plato, Apology of Socrates, 29d-e, in ibid.
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behaviour; it became instilled in ways of living; it evolved into procedures, practices, 
and formulas that people reﬂected upon, developed and perfected and taught. It thus 
came to constitute a social practice, giving rise to relationships between individuals, to 
exchanges and communications, and at times even to institutions. Finally, it gave rise 
to a certain mode of knowledge and to the elaboration of a science (hs iii, 45/59).
In the slow unfolding of the art of living under the theme of the care of the self, 
the ﬁrst two centuries of the imperial epoch was the pinnacle: a kind of golden age in 
the cultivation of the self. It was not practiced by all, however, but limited to those 
“cultured” social groups for whom a technē tou biou had meaning and reality.
Who advocated it? | The epimeleia heautou, the cura sui, is an injunction found in 
numerous philosophical doctrines: 
1. Among the Platonists, Albinus, for example, advises that the study of philosophy 
should commence with a reading of the Alcibiades “with a view to turning and returning 
to oneself”, and for the purpose of learning “that which one should make into an object 
of care”.1
2. As for the Epicureans, the Letter to Menoeceus began by stating the principle that 
philosophy should be considered as a permanent exercise of the care of oneself. And it is 
this Epicurean theme of care for self that Seneca reiterates in one of his letters: “…when 
a man takes care of his body and his soul [hominis corpus animumque curantis], weaving 
the texture of his good with both, his condition is perfect… if there is no commotion 
in his soul or pain in his body”.2
3. From the beginning, Zeno ordered his disciples to take care of the soul, a precept 
repeated by Musonius in the ﬁrst century. Plutarch quotes the latter: “He who wishes 
to come through life safe and sound must continue throughout his life to take care 
of himself”.3 Seneca believed that one should apply oneself fully and completely to 
oneself – a devotion to the exclusion of other occupations. He will thus be able to 
make himself vacant for himself (sibi vacare).4 But this “vacation” takes the form of 
a varied activity which demands that one lose no time and spare no effort to “develop 
oneself”, “transform oneself”, “return to oneself”.5 He elaborates the different forms that 
ought to be taken by the care of the self and the haste with which one seeks to reunite 
with oneself (ad se properare).6 Marcus Aurelius also felt driven by the same haste to look 
after himself: nothing must keep him from the direct attention he must give to his 
1 Albinus, quoted by A.-J. Festugière, Études de philosophie grecque, p. 536, in ibid., p. 45/59 (my emphasis).
2 Epicurus , Letter to Menoeceus, 122; Seneca, Letters to Lucilius, 66, 45, in ibid., p. 46/60.
3 Musonius Rufus, Reliquiae, 36; quoted by Plutarch, De cohibenda ira, 453d, in ibid. 
4 Seneca, Letters to Lucilius, 17, 5; On the shortness of life, 7, 5, in ibid., p. 46/61.
5 Seneca, On the shortness of life, 24, 1 (se formare); Letters to Lucilius, I, 1 (sibi vindicare); ibid., 13, 1, 
and On the happy life, 24, 4 (se facere); On tranquillity of mind, 3, 6 (se ad studia revocare); ibid., 24, 2 (sibi 
applicare); Letters to Lucilius, 75, 118 (suum ﬁeri); On tranquillity of mind, 17, 3, and Letters to Lucilius, 74, 29 
(in se recedere); On the shortness of life, 18, 1 (ad se recurrere); Letters to Lucilius, 2, 1 (secum morari), 
in ibid.   
6 Seneca, Letters to Lucilius, 35, 4, in ibid.
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own being: “No more vague wonderings… Hasten then to the end, discard vain hopes, 
and if you care for yourself at all, rescue yourself [sautōi boēthei ei ti soi meleî sautou] while 
you still may”.1
4. The highest philosophical development of the theme is found in Epictetus. In 
the Discourses he deﬁnes man as the being who was destined to care for himself. This is 
what sets man apart from other creatures. Unlike animals, that ﬁnd “readily prepared” 
that which they need in order to live, man must attend to himself: “not, however, as a 
consequence of some defect that would put him in a situation of need and make him in this 
respect inferior to the animals, but because the god [Zeus] deemed it right that he be 
able to make free use of himself; and it was for this purpose that he was endowed with 
reason” (hs iii, 47/62). Reason should not be seen as a substitute for natural faculties 
that might be lacking; on the contrary, it is the faculty that enables one to use, at 
the right time and in the right way, the other faculties. It is the only faculty that is 
capable of making use of itself. Because we are endowed with reason and freedom we 
can and must take care of ourselves. For Epictetus, the care of the self is a privilege-duty, 
a gift-obligation that ensures our freedom while forcing us to take ourselves as the object 
of all our diligence.2 Foucault therefore ﬁnds in the Greeks a response to the Kantian 
injunction: Sapere aude! “Have the courage to use your own reason!” (Kant 1784: 7) 
And it is this courage that will enable us to make ethical decisions in the face of the 
fragmentation and/or ambiguity of our systems of orientation. The age-old problem of 
the exploitation of moral authorities by political forces necessitates each individual’s 
critical engagement in his/her own ethical self-formation. 
5. Care of the self is not just reserved for the philosophers who advocate it. Apuleius 
insists that it is a valuable principle for everyone, all the time and throughout life. Pliny is 
exemplary in this regard: uninterested in all strict doctrinal adherences, absorbed in 
his career as lawyer, far from willing to break his ties to society, and yet, throughout 
his life, devoted to taking care of himself – singling it out as perhaps the most 
important matter with which he could be concerned.3 Thus one can dedicate oneself 
wholeheartedly to care of the self without having to relinquish other preoccupations. 
Epicurus stresses that it is never too early or too late for the well-being of the soul. A 
young man should study philosophy so that he may retain the happiness of youth in 
his pleasant memories of the past as he grows old. An old man should do so to retain 
his youthfulness by virtue of his fearlessness of the future.4 According to Seneca, one 
should spend your whole life learning how to live so as to be able to transform your 
existence into a kind of permanent exercise. And while it is important to begin early, 
it is crucial never to let up.1 Plato or Xenophon’s Socrates used to counsel adolescents, 
whereas Seneca and Plutarch engaged in adult education and addressed men.2
1 Marcus Aurelius, Meditations, III, 14, in ibid., p. 47/61.
2 Epictetus, Discourses, I, 1, 4. Also see M. Spanneut, “Epiktet”, in ibid., p. 47/62.
3 Pliny the Younger, Letters, I, 10, 9, in ibid., p. 48/63.
4 Epictetus, Letter to Menoeceus, 122, in ibid.
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What does it entail? |  Care of the self was thus widely preached and advocated by 
philosophers of antiquity, but what exactly did it involve? What is the praxis implied 
by the injunction to take care of yourself?
No rest cure but time-consuming labour
First of all, care of the self does not simply refer to a general attitude or unfocused 
attention. The term, epimeleia designates not a preoccupation, but an entire set of 
occupations. It simultaneously refers to the activities of the master presiding over a 
household, the tasks of the ruler who looks after his subjects, or the care that must be 
given to a patient.3 With regard to oneself especially, it implies a labour.
It is a time-consuming endeavour and one of the main problems of this cultivation 
of the self is to determine how much time should be devoted to it. Should one set 
aside a few moments, in the evening or in the morning, for introspection as the 
Phythagoreans or the Stoics advised? Or should one from time to time interrupt one’s 
ordinary activities and go into one of those retreats that Musonius recommended so 
strongly – to commune with oneself?4 One may instead choose to take advantage of 
the declining years when desires are calmed to give oneself up entirely – like Seneca in 
his philosophical work – to the possession of oneself (hs iii, 51/66).
The time spent cultivating the self is ﬁlled with exercises, practical tasks, and various 
activities. It is certainly not a rest cure. On the one hand, it involves taking care of the 
body – health regimens, physical exercises without overexertion, the carefully measured 
satisfaction of needs. On the other hand, there are the meditations, the readings, the 
notes that one takes on books or on the conversations one has heard, notes to be reread 
later, the recollection of already familiar truths that need to be more fully assimilated 
or adapted to one’s own life. This can only be accomplished when one sets time aside 
to withdraw from the world and “retreat within oneself” (hs iii, 51/66). 
An important element is the talks that one has with a conﬁdant, with friends, with 
a guide or advisor, as well as the correspondence in which one reveals the state of one’s 
soul, solicits and gives advice. The latter is a beneﬁcial exercise both for the giver of 
advice – for he thereby reactualizes it for himself – and the receiver.5 Interaction and 
correspondence with friends, family and trusted mentors constitute an exercise in the 
cultivation of the self which is therefore also simultaneously a way of caring for others. 
“Around the care of the self”, writes Foucault, “there developed an entire activity of 
speaking and writing in which the work of oneself on oneself and communication with 
others were linked together” (hs iii, 51/67). To be sure, in this context care for others 
1 Foucault (ibid., p. 49/64) cites a few examples: Seneca, Letters to Lucilius, 82, 76; 90, 44-45; On the constancy 
of the wise man, IX, 13.
2 I. Hadot, Seneca und die griechisch-römische Tradition der Seelenleitung, p. 160, in ibid., p. 50/65.
3 Xenophon, Oeconomicus, V, 1; Dio Chrysostom, Discourses, III, 55; Plutarch, Regum et imperatorum 
apophthegmata, 197d; Plato, Laws, 717e, in ibid.
4 Musonius Rufus, Reliquiae, 60, in ibid., p. 50/66.
5 See Seneca, Letters to Lucilius, 7, 99 and 109, in ibid., p. 51/67.
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appears to be nothing more than a by-product of care of the self. The self needs others’ 
assistance in its aesthetical self-formation. As we shall see later, Levinas declared need 
to be ethically suspect. An act is only considered to be ethical when nothing is gained 
or expected in return, when it does not form part of an economy. However, this kind 
of reciprocal exchange in which need plays a part, was not considered to be ethically 
suspect by the Greeks. It was not a mere side-effect but an integral part of care of the 
self. One exercised a right when you elicited the help of others in care of the self, and 
was obligated to reciprocate when others needed help in their self-formation.
This calls to mind Kant’s example in the Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der Sitten 
(1785: 53): “To be beneﬁcent where one can is a duty, and besides there are many souls 
so sympathetically attuned that, without any other motive of vanity or self-interest 
they ﬁnd an inner satisfaction in spreading joy around them and can take delight 
in the satisfaction of others so far as it is their own work. But I assert that in such a 
case an action of this kind, however it may conform with duty and however amiable 
it may be, has nevertheless no true moral worth but is on the same footing as other 
inclinations… for the maxim lacks moral content, namely that of doing such actions 
not from inclination but from duty”. Many people, like those in the care-giving sector 
for example, derive a sense of self-worth or satisfaction from caring for others. They 
might devote their lives to the care of others, but for both Kant and Levinas their 
actions would remain inframoral. The Greeks also considered it a duty to take care 
of others. However, the ethicality of the act was not attenuated when the duty was 
accompanied by inclination. 
Not a solitary but a social practice
This leads us to one the most important aspects of this activity devoted to the self: 
“it constituted, not an exercise in solitude, but a true social practice” (hs iii, 51/67, my 
emphasis). It often took place in more or less institutionalized structures such as the 
neo-Phythagorean communities or the Epicurean groups. One could be tutored by 
more advanced members or participate in common exercises that allowed one, in 
the attention one gives to oneself, to receive help from others. In Rome’s artistocratic 
circles one also found the practice of the private consultant or philosopher who served 
in a family or a group as a life counsellor, a political adviser, or even as a mediator in 
negotiation (hs iii, 52/67-68).
The cultivation of the self did not, however, solely depend upon the existence of 
schools, lectures, and professionals of spiritual direction for its social base. It found a 
ready support in the customary relations of kinship, friendship, and obligation. As we 
stressed above, when, in caring for oneself, one appealed to another person for guidance 
and counselling, one exercised a right. And when extending one’s assistance to another, 
or accepted it from another, one performed a duty. This interplay between care of the 
self and the help of the other often strengthens and deepens pre-existing relations. 
“The care of the self – or the attention one devotes to the care that others should take of 
themselves – appears then as an intensiﬁcation of social relations” (hs iii, 53/69). Seneca’s 
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correspondence with Lucilius, for example, deepens a pre-existing relationship. The 
spiritual guidance which they exchange becomes a shared and mutually beneﬁcial 
experience. The fact that one needs others is not considered ethically suspect as if 
receiving in return detracts from giving. On the contrary, giving to another because 
you also need the other does not diminish the ethicality of the act but is afﬁrmed as 
that which solidiﬁes mutual support and generosity. Seneca expressed it very eloquently 
in the thirty-fourth letter to Lucilius: “I am cheering on one who is in the race and 
so in turns cheers me on”.1 The care of the self was thus intrinsically linked to a “soul 
service”, “which includes the possibility of a round of exchanges with the other and a system 
of reciprocal obligations” (hs iii, 54/69, my emphasis).
Needful bodies and souls
The focal point in these practices of the self is the point where the ills of the body and 
those of the soul can communicate and potentially contaminate each other: “where the 
bad habits of the soul can entail physical miseries, while the excesses of the body manifest 
and maintain the failings of the soul” (hs iii, 56/72). An ill body had consequently 
best be cured before it could depress the soul, and vice versa. The adult’s body, for 
example, is no longer the young body that needed shaping by gymnastics; it is a fragile, 
threatened body, undermined by petty miseries – a body that in turn threatens the 
soul, less by too-vigorous requirements than by its own weaknesses. Concern for the 
body in the practices of the self took many different forms: fear of excess, economy of 
regimen, mindfulness of dysfunction, consideration of all the factors (season, climate, 
diet, mode of living) that can disturb the body, and through it, the soul.2
The connection between the body and the soul, and by extension, the rapprochement 
between medicine and ethics, had an important consequence: the practice of the care 
of the self implies that one should not only consider oneself as an imperfect, ignorant 
individual who requires correction, training, and instruction, but as one who suffers 
from certain ills and who needs to have them treated. Everyone must discover that he 
is in a state of need. According to Epictetus, this is where the philosophical life begins, 
when you realize that your ruling faculty is in a feeble state.3 The establishment of the 
relation to oneself as a sick individual is all the more necessary because the diseases of 
the soul – unlike those of the body – are not manifested in visible suffering. Not only 
can they go undetected for a long time, they also blind those whom they afﬂict (hs iii, 
58/74). Diseases of the soul are insidious – they either pass unnoticed or are mistaken 
for virtues (anger for courage, amorous passion for friendship, envy for emulation, 
cowardice for prudence).1 Recognizing oneself as needful is the ﬁrst step towards self-
sufﬁciency, which is the ultimate goal of care of the self.
1 Ibid., 109, 2, in ibid., pp. 53-54/69.
2 Marcus Aurelius, Letters, VI, 6, in ibid., p. 57/73.
3 Epictetus, Discourses, I, 26, 15-16; see also II, 11, 1, in ibid., p. 57/74.
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Knowledge, care, conversion
In the practices of the self, which are, as we have seen, at once personal and social, self-
knowledge occupies a considerable place. In this regard, a whole art of self-knowledge 
developed, with speciﬁc forms of examinations and codiﬁed exercises: 
1. Testing procedures: The purpose of these tests was not to practice renunciation 
for its own sake, but to enable one to do without unnecessary things by establishing 
a supremacy over oneself that does not depend on their presence or absence. These 
tests are not successive stages of privation. They serve to measure and conﬁrm the 
independence one is capable of with regard to everything that is not absolutely necessary. 
One is momentarily brought back to the basic needs to discover what is superﬂuous 
and the possibility of doing without it. 
Epicurus advocated exercises in abstinence because he believed that one could ﬁnd 
a fuller, more stable pleasure in the satisfaction of the most elementary needs than in 
the delight derived from superﬂuous things. For the Stoics, on the other hand, exercises 
in abstinence were primarily a matter of preparing oneself for possible privations by 
discovering how easy it was to dispense with everything that habit, opinion, education, 
ambition, and the taste for ostentation have attached us. One had to learn how easy it 
was to do without and that possible privations were nothing to fear. As soldiers train 
for war in times of peace, one should ready oneself for privation in time of plenty (hs 
iii, 59/76). These exercises served as proof that the worst misfortune cannot deprive 
one of the things that one absolutely needs, and that one will always be able to tolerate 
what one can endure at certain times. It was Seneca who said, “We shall be rich with 
all the more comfort, if we once learn how far poverty is from being a burden”.2
2. Self-examination: This entailed a morning examination which served mainly as 
an occasion to consider and prepare for the tasks and obligations of the day; and/or an 
evening examination devoted to a review of the day’s progress. The latter evaluation 
suggests the division of the subject into a judging authority and an accused individual. 
But it is also reminiscent of a kind of administrative review in which a performed 
activity is evaluated in order to reactivate its principles and ensure their correct 
application in the future. Seneca evokes the self not so much as its own judge but rather 
as inspector aiming to evaluate an accomplished task. The purpose of the examination 
is not to discover one’s own guilt, but legitimate ends and rules of conduct that enable 
one to achieve these ends through the choice of appropriate means. One’s faults and 
failures are reconsidered, not to determine culpability, but to strengthen the rational 
equipment that ensures wise behaviour. (hs iii, 62/79).
3. The necessity of a labour of thought with itself as object (screening of representations): 
Examining, monitoring and sorting out one’s own thoughts were not just exercises 
done at regular intervals, but a constant attitude that one had to take toward oneself. 
In this context, Epictetus insists that one has to test every thought as a “tester of 
1 Plutarch, Animine an corporis affectiones sint pejores, 501a, in ibid., p. 58/74.
2 Seneca, Letters to Lucilius, 18, 1-9, in ibid., p. 60/77.
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coinage” – one of those moneychangers who would not accept a coin without having 
made sure of its worth – tests every coin.1 He refers to Socrates’s aphorism stated in 
the Apology: “An unexamined life [anex-etastos bios] is not worth living”.2 Socrates was 
referring to the self-examination he intended to subject both himself and others to 
concerning ignorance, knowledge, and unawareness of this ignorance. Epictetus, on the 
other hand, was actually referring to something completely different: an examination 
of mental representations to “distinguish” (diakrinein) them from one another, and 
thus to prevent one from accepting the ﬁrst best option. The work of discrimination 
(diakrisis) consists in subjecting “incoming” representations to the famous Stoic canon 
that distinguishes between that which does not depend on us and that which does. 
Representations that do not depend on us will not be accepted since they are beyond 
our understanding. This inspection is a test of power and a guarantee of freedom – a 
way of ensuring that one would not become attached to that which cannot ultimately 
come under one’s control. In assessing the relationship between oneself and one’s 
representations, one is able to accept in the relation to the self only that which can 
depend on the subject’s free and rational choice (hs iii, 64/81).
4. Conversion to the self: The common goal of these practices of the self can be 
characterized by the general principle of conversion to self – of epistrophē eis heauton 
found in Epictetus.3 It does not mean that one has to cease all other forms of occupation 
and devote oneself entirely and exclusively to oneself; “but in the activities that one 
ought to engage in, one had best keep in mind that the chief objective one should set for 
oneself is to be sought within oneself, in the relation of oneself to oneself… the conversio 
ad se is also a path by which, escaping all dependencies and enslavements, one ultimately 
rejoins oneself, like a harbor sheltered from the tempests or a citadel protected by 
its ramparts: ‘The soul stands on unassailable grounds, if it has abandoned external 
things; it is independent in its own fortress; and every weapon that is hurled falls short 
of the mark’” (hs iii, 64-65/81-82, my emphasis).4
Self-possession and enjoyment
The ﬁnal goal of all the practices of the self and that constitutes the end of the conversion, 
is the relation to self. The latter continues to belong to an ethics of control. However, it 
should not be understood in terms of an agonistic struggle against recalcitrant forces. 
Instead, this relation is often conceived in terms of the juridical model of possession: 
one “belongs to himself”, one is “his own master”;1 one is answerable only to oneself, one is 
sui juris; one exercises over oneself an authority that nothing limits or threatens; one 
holds potestas sui.2
1 Epictetus, Discourses, I, 20, 7-11; see also III, 3, 1-13, in ibid., p. 63/80.
2 Plato, Apology to Socrates, 38a, in ibid.
3 Epictetus, Discourses, I, 4, 18; III, 16, 15; III, 22, 39; III, 23, 37; III, 24-106; Enchiridion, 41, in ibid., p. 64/81.
4 Seneca, Letters to Lucilius, 82, 5, in ibid., pp. 64-65/82.
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Apart from this rather political and juridical form, the relation to self is also deﬁned 
as a concrete relationship enabling one to delight in oneself. To convert to oneself is 
to turn away from the preoccupations of the external world, from the concerns of 
ambitions, from the fear of the future. It is to turn inward and reﬂect upon one’s own 
past. “This is the part of our time that is sacred and set apart, put beyond the reach 
of all human mishaps, and removed from the dominion of fortune, the part which is 
disquieted by no want, by no fear, by no attack of disease; this can neither be troubled 
nor snatched away – it is an everlasting and unanxious possession”.3 In this possession 
the self is experienced not simply as a force overcome; it is the experience of a pleasure 
that one takes in oneself. The individual who has ﬁnally succeeded in gaining access to 
himself is, for himself, an object of pleasure. Not only is one satisﬁed with what one is, 
but one “pleases oneself”.4 
For Seneca, this pleasure, or what he refers to as gaudium or laetitia, is deﬁned 
by the fact that it is not caused by anything that is independent of ourselves and 
therefore escapes our control. It arises out of ourselves and within ourselves.5 This kind 
of pleasure differs radically from what is meant by the term voluptas which denotes a 
pleasure emanating from outside of us, from unreliable, precarious sources.6 It is thus 
undermined by the fear of loss, and may or may not render satisfaction. In contrast to 
this violent, uncertain, and conditional pleasure, access to self is capable of providing 
a form of pleasure that comes, in serenity and without fail, of the experience of oneself. 
Seneca says to Lucilius:
“Disce gaudere, learn how to feel joy. I do not wish you ever to be deprived of gladness. I 
would have it born in your house; and it is born there, if only it is inside of you … for 
it will never fail you when once you have found its source … look toward the true good, 
and rejoice only in that which comes from your own store [de tuo]. But what do I mean 
by ‘your own store’? I mean your very self and the best part of you”.7
1 Seneca often uses the phrases suum ﬁeri, suum esse. See Seneca, On the shortness of life, II, 4; On tranquillity 
of mind, XI, 2; Letters to Lucilius, 62, 1; 75, 18, in ibid., p. 65/82.
2 Seneca, On the shortness of life, V, 3 (sui juris); Letters to Lucilius, 75, 8 (in se habere potestatem); 32, 5 
(facultas sui), in ibid.
3 Seneca, On the shortness of life, X, 4; XV, 5, in ibid., p. 66/83.
4 Seneca, Letters to Lucilius, 13, 1; see also 23, 2-3; Epictetus, Discourses, II, 18; Marcus Aurelius, Mediations, 
VI, 16, in ibid.
5 Seneca, Letters to Lucilius, 72, 4, in ibid.
6 For Pierre Hadot’s criticism of Foucault’s reading of Seneca’s distinction between pleasure and joy, see “Reﬂections 
on the idea of the “cultivation of the self”, in Hadot 1995: 206-213. In the context of the argument being pursued here, 
I shall not explore such hermeneutic criticisms of Foucault. 
7 Seneca, Letters to Lucilius, 23, 3-6. See also 124, 24. For Seneca’s criticism of voluptas, see On the happy life, 
XI, 1-2, in HS III, 66-67/84.
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2.3 Cultivation of the self and the transformation of sexual ethics
It was against the background of this cultivation of the self that reﬂection on the ethics 
of pleasure developed in the ﬁrst centuries of our era. These practices of the cultivation 
of the self might appear to testify to an increased austerity and stricter requirements, 
but no attempt was made to organize more authoritarian and efﬁcacious systems of 
prohibition. The change that occurred in moral reﬂection had much more to do with 
the manner in which the individual had to form himself as an ethical subject. It was not 
exactly a break with the traditional ethics of self-mastery, but a change of orientation, 
a shift of emphasis (hs iii, 67/84).
Sexual ethics requires, still and always, that the individual conform to a certain art 
of living which deﬁnes aesthetic criteria of existence that are also at once ethical criteria. 
This art is no longer reserved for a small elite, but increasingly refers to universal 
principles of nature or reason that everyone must observe in the same way, whatever 
their status. The work that one must carry out on oneself in cultivating oneself, also 
underwent a certain modiﬁcation: through the exercises of abstinence and control 
that constitute the required askēsis, the place allotted to self-knowledge became more 
important. The question of truth – the truth concerning what one is, what one does, 
what one is capable of doing – became central to the formation of the ethical subject. 
The end result of this elaboration is still deﬁned by the rule of the individual over 
himself, but this rule is now not solely that of domination, but also an enjoyment 
without desire or disturbance (hs iii, 68/85).
This was still very far removed from a situation in which sexual pleasure was 
considered an evil, where behaviour had to submit to the universal form of law, and 
where the deciphering of desire will be a necessary condition for acceding to a puriﬁed 
experience. Having said that, Foucault acknowledges the slow but certain impact of the 
aforementioned on the development of the cultivation of the self. Historical accounts 
attribute this speciﬁc development and the concurrent modulation of sexual ethics 
primarily to two things: to changes in the marital practice, and to modiﬁcations in the 
practice of the political game. These developments occasioned, not a withdrawal into 
the self, but a new way of conceiving oneself in one’s relation to one’s wife, to others, 
and to civic and political activities and a different way of considering oneself as the 
subject of one’s pleasures. The cultivation of the self would thus not be the necessary 
“consequence” of these social modiﬁcations, but would constitute an original response 
to them, in the form of a new stylistics of existence. In other words, as social practices 
and political conditions changed, people had to learn how to relate to themselves in 
new ways (hs iii, 71/89). In the context of the argument pursued here, the way in 
which the marital role evolved is not of any immediate interest to us.1 The political 
game, on the other hand, is a different matter.
1 Interested readers will ﬁnd Foucault’s discussion of the changes that occurred in the marital practice in 
HS III, 72-80/90-100.
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Chapter 3: Political engagement vs. self-concern
The late Foucault’s emphasis on the Greek practices of aesthetical self-formation is 
often interpreted as an abdication, a relinquishment of responsibility, a cherishing 
of the self. It is seen as an indulgence for the sake of one person’s happiness and at 
the expense of civic duties and political commitment.1 Foucault’s own life testiﬁed to 
ardent political engagement. Towards the end, however, it changed. In April 1983 he 
told Dreyfus and Rabinow that when he ﬁnishes his books he will, ﬁrst of all, take 
care of himself (Eribon 1993: 323). This increased concern for self can of course be 
attributed to his encroaching illness, to the fact that he might have known that death 
was imminent. The question remains, however, how an ethics centred on self-concern 
would affect political engagement. When the history of the ancients is interpreted 
this very same question comes up again. In this chapter we shall look at Foucault’s 
interpretation of the connection between care of the self and what appears to be a lack 
of political engagement at the dawn of the imperial epoch. He rejects the view that the 
aristocracy’s intensiﬁed cultivation of the self represented a withdrawal from politics. 
Instead, he argues that the shift in political conditions, from city-state to empire, called 
for a new ethics. They developed a self which could cope with more complex relations 
of reciprocity and mutuality, in marriage as well as politics. As we shall see, this was 
achieved by conducting oneself according to universal, rational principles.2 
3.1 Political disengagement and care of the self: cause or cure?
Everybody knows of the decline of the city-states as autonomous entities beginning in 
the third century bc. It is often assumed that it testiﬁes to a widespread withdrawal 
from political life in a society in which civic duty always enjoyed precedence. The 
movement of retreat into the self that followed was consequently considered as a way in 
which the real loss of authority experienced by the privileged groups were transformed 
into a voluntary retirement, attributing in this way more and more value to personal 
existence and private life. In other words, it apparently led to a withdrawal into the self, 
into the private sphere at the expense of public life (hs iii, 81/101). 
Ferguson (1958) maintains that the collapse of the city-state was inevitable and 
people sought means to escape from their own powerlessness in the face of change: 
“The philosophies of the Hellenistic Age, for all their nobility, were essentially 
philosophies of escape, and the principle means of escape lay in the cultivation of 
autarky”.3
However, according to Foucault, the structural transformations that took place in the 
1 See for example, Hiley 1984: 206; 1985: 77-80, Best & Kellner 1991: 290, Eagleton 1990: 387 and White 1986: 429. 
The political purport of self-formation will be addressed in more detail in Section III, Chapter 1.
2 In this regard, also see Simons 1995: 101-104. 
3 J. Ferguson, Moral values in the ancient world, pp. 135-137, in HS III, 81/101.
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political domain, during the Hellenistic and Roman epochs, cannot be reduced to the 
city-states’ loss of autonomy. Inversely, it would also be inadequate, Foucault continues, 
to hold this loss responsible for the changes that occurred in moral reﬂection and in the 
practice of the self. In actual fact, the organization of the Hellenistic monarchies and 
the Roman Empire cannot be analysed simply in the negative terms of a decline of civic 
life and a conﬁscation of power by state authorities operating from further and further 
away. On the contrary, local political activity was not stiﬂed by the establishment and 
strengthening of those great overarching structures. The Greeks of the Hellenistic 
world quite simply did not have to ﬂee from the “cityless world of the great empires” for 
the very good reason that “Hellenism was a world of cities” (hs iii, 82/102). According 
to Sandbach (1975), “the city-states had never given security”, in the ﬁrst place, and 
second, “it remained the standard primary form of social organization even after 
military power had passed into the hands of the great monarchies”.1
What replaced the small closed city-states, according to Foucault, was a much 
more ﬂexible, differentiated and less rigidly hierarchized Empire – an Empire quite 
different from the authoritarian and bureaucratic Empire so often evoked by popular 
imagination. “It was a space in which the centres of power were multiple; in which the 
activities, the tensions, the conﬂicts were numerous; in which they developed in several 
dimensions; and in which the equilibria were obtained through a variety of transactions” 
(hs iii, 82-83/102-103). Instead of suppressing or even reorganizing the local powers, 
the Hellenistic monarchies chose to use the existing infrastructure as intermediaries 
for the levy of regular tributes, for the collection of extraordinary taxes, and for the 
provision of supplies to the armies. This policy of municipalization also stimulated the 
political life of the cities within the larger framework of the Empire.2 The imperial 
government of the ﬁrst two centuries cleverly incorporated their new subjects, not by 
treating them as slaves but by sharing authority with them (hs iii, 83/103).
Would it still be accurate then to speak of a decline of the traditional aristocracies, of 
their political dispossession, and of a consequent withdrawal into the self? The decline of 
political activity clearly cannot exclusively be attributed to the effect of a centralized Roman 
Imperialism, to the consequent disappearance of the traditionally dominant classes. According 
to Foucault, the new emphasis of moral reﬂection can more generally be ascribed to the changes 
that occurred in the conditions of the exercise of power, and the consequent rethinking of 
personal ethics which it necessitated. The need for an extensive Roman administration led 
to the establishment of a service aristocracy.3 This newly established elite had to reorientate 
themselves with regard to their personal ethics – they had to conceive of new ways to relate the 
relationship that one ought to have with one’s status, functions and obligations:
“Whereas formerly ethics implied a close connection between power over oneself and power 
over others, and therefore had to refer to an aesthetics of life that accorded with one’s status, 
1 F. H. Sandbach, The Stoics, p. 23, in ibid., p. 82/102.
2 J. Gagé, Les Classes sociales dans l’empire romain, pp. 155 ff., in ibid., p. 83/103.
3 R. Syme, Roman papers, II, p. 1576, in ibid., p. 84/105.
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the new rules of the political game made it more difﬁcult to deﬁne the relations 
between what one was, what one could do, and what one was expected to accomplish. 
The formation of oneself as the ethical subject of one’s own actions became more 
problematic” (hs iii, 84/105).
The turn to the self should thus not be seen as an alternative to civic duty and political 
engagement, but as a way in which to deal with the problematization of political 
activity:
“…it is not in this choice between participation and abstention that the principle line of 
division lies; and it is not in opposition to the active life that the cultivation of the self 
places its own values and practices. It is much more concerned to deﬁne the principle 
of a relation to self that will make it possible to set the forms and conditions in which 
political action, participation in the ofﬁces of power, the exercise of a function, will be 
possible or not possible, acceptable or necessary (hs iii, 86/107).
3.2 Political activity problematized
The important political transformations that took place at this time may have 
induced certain withdrawal behaviours, but, most importantly, it brought about a 
problematization of political activity: 
1. Relativization of the exercise of power. Assuming public ofﬁce no longer followed 
naturally from one’s birth or status. Devoting oneself to politics was now considered 
a free and deliberate choice – a personal act based on judgement and reason. Apart 
from that, power was now exercised within a (bureaucratic) network in which one is 
always both ruler and ruled. No ofﬁcial exercises supreme authority, but delegated and 
delimited power (hs iii, 87-88/107-109).
2. Political activity and moral agent. In the imperial epoch, as before, the ruler’s virtue 
was considered a crucial element in good government, but now for somewhat different 
reasons. It is in knowing how properly to conduct himself that the ruler will be able 
to lead others properly. The rationality of the government of others is analogous to 
the rationality of self-government. According to Plutarch, one will not be able to rule 
if one is not oneself ruled. But who is to govern the ruler? The law, of course, not 
the written law, but rather the law as reason, the logos.1 The art of governing oneself 
became increasingly important in a political space where the political structure of the 
city and its laws lost some of their importance. The decisive factors came to reside 
more and more in men, in the manner in which they brought their authority to bear, 
in the wisdom they manifested in decisions and negotiations.  The emperor’s virtue, 
his ability to control his passion, was seen as the guarantee that he himself will be 
able to limit the exercise of his political power: he had to attend to himself, guide his 
own soul, establish his own ēthos.1 Epictetus stresses the fact that although the duty 
of an ofﬁcial might take him away from the affairs of his own household, and he has 
1 Plutarch, Ad principem ineruditum, 780c-d, in HS III, 89/110.
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to set aside his personal life, it is precisely his personal virtues as a reasonable man 
that will have to serve him as a guide and regulative principle in governing others. 
It is the modality of a rational being and not the qualiﬁcation of a status that ought 
to determine relations between governors and governed (hs iii, 91/112). Political or 
governing power – whether exercised by the emperor or an ordinary man carrying out 
his responsibilities – “was to be exercised on the basis of the individual’s ‘retreat within 
himself’; that is, it depended on the relationship he established with himself in the 
ethical work of the self on the self” (ibid., p. 91/113).
3. Political activity and personal destiny. What one is, is not due to one’s rank or 
position or to the responsibility one exercises. “What one is, what one needs to devote 
one’s attention to as to an ultimate purpose, is the expression of a principle that is 
singular in its manifestation within each person, but universal by the form it assumes 
in everyone, and collective by the community bond it establishes between individuals. 
Such is, at least for the Stoics, human reason as a divine principle present in all of 
us” (hs iii, 93/115). All men, whether a Roman knight, a freedman or slave, all house 
this faculty alike. From the viewpoint of the relation to the self, social and political 
positions do not authentically reﬂect one’s mode of being. They are extrinsic, artiﬁcial 
adjuncts. According to Seneca, “[e]ach man acquires his character for himself, but 
accident assigns his duties”.2 Whether one had to participate or abstain from political 
activities was determined by the manner in which one ought to form oneself as an 
ethical subject in the entire sphere of social, political, and civic activities. It concerned 
how one determined which of these activities were obligatory or optional, the rules 
applicable when one engaged in them, and the way in which one ought to govern 
oneself in order to assume one’s position in the shifting interplay of relations of 
command and subordination. 
Accordingly, it was not simply a matter of translating a general waning of political 
activity into an ethics of withdrawal. It was a matter of elaborating an ethics that 
enabled one to constitute oneself as an ethical subject with respect to these social, civic, 
and political activities.
These changes in the political game as well as the matrimonial practice3 are 
indicative of the changing conditions under which the traditional ethics of self-mastery 
asserted itself:
1 In this regard, Foucault refers to the philosopher emperor, Marcus Aurelius (AD 121-180), the last of the “good” 
emperors whose reign marked the end of the Pax Romana: “Through his practice of self-restraint (whether it was a 
matter of food, clothes, sleep, or boys), through the moderate use he made of the comforts of life, through the absence 
of agitation and the equanimity of his soul, and through the cultivation of friendships without inconstancy or passion, 
he trained himself in the art of sufﬁcing to himself without losing his serenity… A whole elaboration of the self by 
oneself was necessary for these tasks [imperial responsibilities], which would be accomplished all the better because 
one did not identify in an ostentatious way with the trappings of power” (ibid., p. 90/111, my emphasis).
2 Seneca, Letters to Lucilius, 47, 15, in ibid., p. 93/115.
3 As noted earlier, Foucault discusses the marital practice in the Hellenistic or Roman civilization in 
HS III, 72-80/90-100.
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“Self-mastery had implied a close connection between the superiority one exercised over 
oneself, the authority one exercised in the context of the household, and the power one 
exercised in the ﬁeld of an agonistic society. It was the practice of superiority over oneself that 
guaranteed the moderate and reasonable use that one could and ought to make of the two other 
superiorities” (hs iii, 94-95/116, my emphasis).
In the context of the marital practice, the relation of superiority exercised in the 
household and over the wife henceforth had to be associated with certain forms of 
reciprocity and equality. As for the way in which one had to ensure one’s superiority 
over others, it had to be integrated into a far more extensive and complex ﬁeld of power 
relations. Consequently, the principle of superiority over the self as the ethical core, 
had to be restructured. It had to make room for a certain balance between inequality 
and reciprocity in married life. In social, civic, and political life, it had to bring a 
certain dissociation into play between power over the self and power over others. The 
importance accorded to the cultivation of the self in the course of the Hellenistic period, 
and the apogee it experienced at the beginning of the Empire reﬂected the effort to 
re-elaborate an ethics of self-mastery. This did not give rise to an increase in public 
restraints, nor did it cause an individualistic withdrawal accompanying the valorization 
of private life. Instead, Foucault proposes that we think of it in terms of a “crisis of the 
subject”, or rather a “crisis of subjectivation” – that is, “in terms of a difﬁculty in the 
manner in which the individual could form himself as the ethical subject of his actions, 
and efforts to ﬁnd in devotion to self that which could enable him to submit to rules 
and give a purpose to his existence” (hs iii, 95/117). 
The relation to the self was thus constantly reformulated depending on changing 
socio-economic and political conditions. Although it was a constant and persistent 
theme in antiquity, the ethical “model” of self-mastery was never universal, abstract, or 
ahistorical. It was not set in stone nor did it apply to everyone everywhere in the same 
way. It changed with the times and had to be adjusted to each individual case. Most 
importantly, this relation and concern of the self with itself had direct bearing on and 
implied relations with others. It was never conceived as solitary exercise nor as a simple 
withdrawal into the self at the expense of socio-political engagement. 
What remains undeveloped in the Foucaultian/Greco-Roman scheme of ethical 
matters is to what extent the fully-ﬂedged self-created self – the self who has managed 
to realize the ultimate goal of care of the self, that of self-conversion – can and will 
maintain a spontaneous non-reductive relationship towards others. To be sure, before 
the individual has actualized his potential for self-conversion, he regularly interacts 
with others because he needs their help. These relations are always reciprocal and never 
asymmetric, that is, the duty to help others is accompanied by the right to ask for help 
in return. This question concerning the self’s responsibility towards others is brought 
into relief by Levinas’s insistence that the self-actualized self will not be able to break 
out of its egoist economy without an intervention by the Other. This question has 
direct bearing on self-creation because Foucault himself insists that “the one who cared 
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for himself correctly found himself, by that very fact, in a measure to behave correctly 
in relationship to others and for others” (Foucault 1984a: 7). It remains to be seen how 
exactly self-concern manages to foster other-responsiveness – by that very fact. But ﬁrst 
we shall consider various other and related criticisms levelled against care of the self. 
SECT ION I I I :  AN ETHICS OF CARE CRIT ICIZED
Some critical scholars have found methodological and interpretive gaps of varying 
character and signiﬁcance in Foucault’s work on classical antiquity. The primary 
concern is that Foucault reads and presents a selection of ancient evidence in a way 
that ensures that he “ﬁnds” what he is looking for. What is at stake is not merely 
the “accuracy” of the interpretive act itself  – whether or not his interpretation can be 
said to coincide with the intentions of the original authors or the actual events and 
practices of the ancients – but also the extent to which Foucault’s History is ﬂawed by 
the exclusion of evidence which is critical to the overall picture of ancient Greek and 
Roman sexuality.1 
Without dismissing the value of these critical approaches, the angle of our approach 
is not hermeneutical or exegetical in nature. In other words, we shall not focus our 
attention on the historical accuracy of Foucault’s account.2 Instead, what is of critical 
concern is the ethicality and practicability of the ethics that crystallizes from Foucault’s 
reading – a reading which we, in terms of the argument pursued here, accept as of one 
of many possible valid readings. To what extent, in the context of Foucault’s convictions 
regarding power, knowledge and the self, is the “practices of liberty” feasible and indeed 
practicable? If the subject, which is radically deﬁned by power/knowledge, is able to 
successfully put this ethics into practice, to what extent does she succeed in going 
beyond mere self-concern and take responsibility for others? In this section, we shall 
ﬁrst address the practicability of care of the self in light of Foucault’s preceding work 
on power and knowledge. We shall subsequently deal with the case levelled against the 
ethicality of care of the self. 
1 Simon Goldhill (1995), for example, has charged Foucault of an unwarranted ﬂattening of the ancient discursive ﬁeld 
that both privileges homilectic and didactic texts and marginalizes those discourses that either ironize the normative 
from a satiric or novelistic perspective or relativize it in the form of ﬁrst-person narration. This ﬂattening of the discursive 
ﬁeld is also examined in greater detail and with speciﬁc reference to Latin literature by Amy Richlin, Paul Allen Miller, and 
Daniel McGlathery in Larmour et al. (Eds.) 1998. 
2 O’Leary (2003) is an example of a book that judges Foucault’s research by the standards of academic historiography 
only to dismiss it based on the fact that the genealogical method must be judged by criteria that give equal weight to both 
historical detail and contemporary effect. Foucault never pretended to write anything but ﬁctions and his interest in the 
past was avowedly motivated by the present: his histories are intended as a tool with which to intervene in the present 
for the sake of the future. This will be focus of our own research and not the historical accuracy of Foucault’s research.
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Chapter 1: A retrospective critique. The politics and practicability of self-creation  
Before moving on to the difﬁculties intrinsic to Foucault’s conceptualization of ethics 
it is interesting to note that this (re)turn to the subject is often interpreted as an 
opportunity to go beyond some of the controversies generated by his work of the 
1970s. According to Dews (1989: 148), for example, this “return to a self-constituting 
subjectivity” cannot be seen as a mere shift of emphasis within a consistent project, 
as suggested by Deleuze (1988) amongst others, but “arises out of the intractable 
dilemmas of Foucault’s earlier works”.1 As we shall see, Foucault’s ethical turn 
generated much criticism, but since the self was conceptualized as the only real site of 
resistance, it countered the impression that individuals are overdetermined by power 
and have little room to resist. It countered the fatalism by supposedly opening up 
new avenues for action and resistance. The question is to what extent does Foucault’s 
conceptualization of the subject as a node in power/knowledge networks affect that 
same subject’s capacity for self-formation. Is self-formation still plausible if power 
and knowledge are all-pervasive? To what extent does Foucault’s later notion of self-
formation succeed in countering an overdetermination by power? In fact, it would 
seem that Foucault’s earlier work on power threaten to detrail his ethical project of 
self-creation, since ethics turns on freedom and Foucault’s subject would appear to 
have none. Upon closer investigation however, Foucault’s earlier works also provide 
the necessary tools to counter the risk of derailment. Not only do they uncover the 
limits imposed upon the individual’s freedom, but they also provide the means to 
transgress these limits. The ﬁrst issue at hand – how does a subject, overdetermined by 
power/knowledge, create itself not only as a work of art but also as an ethical subject 
of its own action – uncovers an extraordinary insight by Foucault: without limits there 
can be no transgression, no new impetus to the undeﬁned work of freedom (Foucault 
1983a: 46). Quite paradoxically, without power/knowledge the subject cannot create 
itself anew to enlarge its freedom. 
In the end, though, it would appear as if Foucault’s turn to ethics amounts to 
a substitution of ethics, understood as an individualized task, for the political task 
of collective social transformation. The critical question then becomes whether or 
not Foucault’s insistence on individual acts of resistance amounts to more than an 
empty claim that ethics still somehow has political implications whilst having in 
fact effectively given up on politics. It will be argued that the subject of the late 
Foucault’s ethics, the individual, can only be understood as political subjectivity. In 
other words, we shall defend the claim that the political potential of individual action 
is not only “added on” as an adjunct, but that individual action is intrinsically invested 
with political purport. We shall start with a critical consideration of Foucault’s ethical 
project from the perspective of his preceding analyses of power/knowledge.
1 We do not share Dews’s conviction that Foucault’s late return to the subject represents a break with many of the 
assumptions of his earlier works. This will become clear in the course of this section.
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1.1 Self-creation as the way out
The late Foucault’s ethical turn, his turn towards the self, is often interpreted as a 
turn away from his previous preoccupations which were considered more politically 
engaged. It appeared as if Foucault had trapped himself in power1 and now chose to 
withdraw into the self (Hiley 1984: 206). Foucault (1982a: 209) even insisted that it 
was not power, but the subject, which formed the general theme of his research. And 
yet, his peculiar conception of power not only paved the way but indeed appeared 
to necessitate a (re)turn to the self in his late works. A reconceptualized self appeared 
on the scene: exit self, the product; enter self, the creator. The self is now no longer 
considered as the passive product of an external system of constraint and prescriptions, 
but as the active agent of its own formation. As we have seen, Foucault unlocks the 
self’s potential for liberty by returning to ancient Greek and Greco-Roman culture 
where the hermeneutics of the self was constituted by the practice of “care of the self”. 
There he discovers an aesthetics of existence which is also ethical to the extent to which 
it maintains the freedom of the subject (Foucault 1984a: 5). In short, the late Foucault 
appears to be saying that we can be freer by creating ourselves anew. 
Accordingly, “care of the self” is presented as a “struggle against the forms of 
subjection – against the submission of subjectivity” (Foucault 1982a: 213). More precisely, 
proper care of the self takes the form of a “refusal” of the self,2 because what we are is 
the result of the political “double bind” of modern power structures (216). This form 
of power “individualizes” the subject, but it also simultaneously “totalizes” the subject; 
it does not empower the subject without also overpowering it. The question then is: 
“How can the growth of capabilities be disconnected from the intensiﬁcation of power 
relations (Foucault 1983a: 48)?” 
The self, in Greek guise, i.e. as individual agency characterized by autarky and auto-
affection, seems to provide the answer to this dilemma. It is set in opposition to the 
material, historical, economic, discursive and linguistic structures, practices and drives 
that constitute subjectivity and of which the subject is an effect.3 For as Greenblatt 
(1980) argues, the freedom of the arts of self does not consist in self-creation itself, but 
in the experience of self-formation in the face of all the other forces that fashion us.4 
1 Although he does not agree, this question was posed by Deleuze in his book on Foucault (1988: 94).
2 The self obviously cannot “refuse” itself completely without negating itself. What the self has to refuse – in the 
name of freedom – are those aspects of its identity which are coupled to established codes of identity (and moral codes), 
imposed from the outside and which diminishes the subject’s freedom. In other words, the limits which deﬁne us as 
agents and which supposedly safeguard our freedom (Kant), also constrain us and limit our capacity for possible action. 
We shall return to this later. In this regard, also see Connolly (1993).
3 To be sure, Foucault is not proposing that the subject can ever entirely be “outside” of power, but rather that this fact 
“does not entail the necessity of accepting an inescapable form of domination (Foucault 1977a: 141, my emphasis). This 
will become clear in the course of this section. 
4 Foucault (HS II, 11/17) cites Greenblatt (1980) as one of the few studies of aesthetics of existence done since 
Burckhardt (1935). Burckhardt (p. 160) discusses fame being achieved in the Renaissance by courtiers who made 
their lives models of moderation and harmony. Foucault sees in this an example of “the hero as his own work of art” 
(1983c: 370). Cf. Simons 1995: 76. 
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Foucault (1984a: 4) deﬁnes ethics as the “the practice of liberty, the deliberate 
practice of liberty”. If we take this to mean that the essence of Foucault’s ethical project 
is constituted by the struggle for and the practice of freedom, his late works also 
immediately assume political signiﬁcance. In other words, if “ethics is the deliberate 
form assumed by liberty”, his late works are essentially dedicated to the political task 
of reinvesting the individual with the capacity for action – to change itself and the 
world in which it lives. And this ability to change oneself and by extension the society 
in which you live, is rooted in the ability “to know how and to what extent it might be 
possible to think differently” (hs ii, 9/15).
Foucault’s genealogies of the subject show how the individual has always been 
constituted in ways that correlate with social norms, which are in turn engineered by 
the powers that be. This implies that attempts to resist existing ways of subjectiﬁcation 
[assujettissement] – which correspond to certain forms of subjection – entail opposition to 
networks of power and governmental rationalities. In other words, the later Foucault 
shifted emphasis from the problematics of subjectivizing subjection [assujetissement] 
to that of subjectivization [subjectivation].1 He now conceives of subjectivity not as 
a product of power, but as a result of techniques of subjectivization which are not 
entirely exempt from techniques of power but essentially distinct from them (cf. Visker 
1995: 88). And since the promotion of new subjectivities or subjectivization provides 
the means to counter subjection, it is not only a matter of ethics, but also at once social, 
philosophical, and most importantly, political.
Foucault proposes three axes of subjectiﬁcation:2 (1) the self’s relation to knowledge/
truth; (2) the self’s relation to power; and (3) the self’s relation to itself (ethics) (cf. 
Foucault 1984b: 336-337). In light of this tripartite, freedom would mean the freedom 
of the subject to relate to itself without that relationship being pre-/overdetermined 
by power and knowledge. In other words, ethics or “the deliberate practices of liberty” 
(Foucault 1984a: 5) would depend upon the possibility of loosening the connections 
between the three axes. This is in fact precisely what Foucault proposes: the possibility 
of an ethical relation to the self which has recourse neither to power nor to knowledge 
(cf. Foucault 1983c: 343, 349-50; Deleuze 1988: 100; Simons: 1995: 72). This brings us 
to the main question at issue in this context: to what extent is it possible to conceive 
of the self independently of knowledge and power? We want to establish in which way 
the success or failure of this “loosening” affects the political status of Foucault’s ethics. 
If we do not succeed in securing our freedom, does this mean that Foucault’s ethics 
is politically inconsequential? Foucault’s conception of power will provide us with the 
key to answering these questions.
1 What is relevant to Foucaultian aesthetics of the self is then not any particular beautiful subject but the process of 
subjectivization as an art.
2 Subjectiﬁcation or assujetissement means both subjection (in the sense of subordination) and becoming a subject.
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1.2 Power: the twin root of good and evil
For Foucault, power is not a theoretical question. Every aspect of our experience is 
insidiously steeped in and consequently determined by power (1982a: 209). Because 
power is deeply rooted in the social nexus (222), it is capable of instituting relations 
between individuals (or between groups) (217). “[T]o live in society”, writes Foucault, 
“is to live in such a way that action upon other actions is possible – and in fact going on. 
A society without power relations can only be an abstraction” (222-223, my emphasis). 
However, Foucault stresses that although there cannot be a society without power 
relations, it does not mean that all established power relations are necessary. That is 
why the critical analysis of existing power relations – their historical formation, the 
source of their strength or fragility, the conditions which are necessary to transform 
some or to abolish others – is a political necessity (223).
However, we should not deduce from this that Foucault considers power to be the 
bane of our existence. To be sure, power can assume terminal forms. It can crystallize 
in institutions and mechanisms that ensure subservience, or in the form of a law 
that subjugates, or simply in a general system of domination exerted by one group 
over another. However, when Foucault refers to power he is not talking about the 
sovereignty of the state, the form of the law or the unity of a domination. These forms 
of power are not given at the outset as if they constitute power as such, but merely 
represent the ends or extremities of power (hs i, 92/121). 
Power should rather be understood as a “multiplicity of force relations immanent in 
the sphere in which they operate and which constitute their own organization” (ibid., 
p. 92/121-122, my emphasis). Power relations do not operate separate and apart form 
other types of relationships, such as economic processes or knowledge relationships. 
Nor does it assume a superstructural position with merely a role of prohibition or 
accompaniment (94/123-124). Power relations exist or operate within other relationships 
and constitute both the immediate effects and internal conditions of differentiations 
occurring within them. 
The Foucaultian conception of power implies a process – a process which, through 
ceaseless struggles and confrontations, transforms, strengthens or reverses force 
relations. These force relations can either mutually support each other like links in a 
chain, or be isolated from one another due to disjunctions and contradictions. In other 
words, power – which is “permanent, repetitious, inert, and self-producing” – takes 
effect in strategies (92-93/122-123). These strategies might be embodied in the state 
apparatus, in the formulation of the law, and in the various social hegemonies (93/122), 
but are not reducible to them. In other words, these strategies do no emanate from 
a central point, like an institution or sovereign. They are diffuse, local and unstable. 
They operate from the bottom up instead of the top down, form one moment to the 
next, at every point (94/124). Power is everywhere because it comes from everywhere. 
It is not a certain strength we are endowed with, but quite simply a complex strategical 
situation in a particular society (93/123) – the result of the interplay of nonegalitarian and 
mobile relations that are exercised from innumerable points (94/123). 
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Most importantly, power relations have a directly productive role. It does not merely 
suppress and subjugate, but is enabling and facilitates change. It is always exercised 
with a series of aims and objectives. However, although it is always purposeful or 
intentional, it is never subjective. The interplay of power cannot be reduced to a decision 
made by an individual subject (95/125).
Also understood in terms of “government” – in the broadest sense of the term – 
power aims to direct the conduct of individuals/groups while they retain the possibility 
to direct their own behaviour. As such, power presupposes freedom. “Power is exercised 
only over free subjects, and only insofar as they are free” (Foucault 1982a: 221). For 
if we did not have the freedom to act and to react, the interplay between relations 
of force would congeal into domination (ibid., p. 221). Slavery, for example, is not a 
power relation but a physical relation of constraint. Freedom is therefore both the 
precondition for the exercise of power and also its permanent support, since without 
the ability or the freedom to resist relations of power, the interplay of mobile relations 
would congeal into a physical determination (ibid.). If power relations have a strictly 
relational character, as Foucault (hs i, 95/126) maintains, then one has to accept the fact 
that where there is power, there is resistance (counter-power).1
One can only resist power from within. We are in fact always “inside” power. 
There is no “escaping” it, for there is no absolute outside where power is concerned. 
It is what radically deﬁnes us. “Between techniques of knowledge and strategies 
of power”, writes Foucault, “there is no exteriority (hs i, 98/130, my emphasis). The 
truth about the self is generated by the self, deciphered and validated by experts, and 
consequently manufactured in what Foucault calls “‘local centers’ of power/knowledge” 
(ibid.). Different forms of discourse – self-examination, questionings, interpretations, 
interviews – act as the vehicle for a kind of incessant back-and-forth movement of 
forms of subjugation and schemas of knowledge. These relations of power/knowledge 
are not static but continually being moulded and transformed (99/131). Discourse can 
therefore both be an instrument of power and an effect of power, but it can also be a 
point of resistance, the starting point of an opposing strategy (101/133).
Although power is not domination, the latter remains a permanent threat inherent 
in the very exercise of power. It occurs when either the active or the reactive force 
is reduced to total impotence (Foucault 1982a: 225) and the free play of antagonistic 
reactions is rendered ﬁxed and immobile (Foucault 1984a: 3). This is why Foucault 
1 In Volume I, La volonté de savoir (1976), Foucault still understands resistance as tactical reversal, that is, resistance 
is locatable in the reappropriation of local conﬂicts which, according to the rule of “double-conditioning” can have 
effects beyond the merely local and thus within the “strategic”. Put more strongly, it is the possibility of reversal within 
speciﬁc force relations, the contestation of speciﬁc objects and impositions of power on subjects, that is fundamental 
to the creative possibilities for resistance within power. In “The subject and power” (1982) as well as in Volumes II 
and III (1984) he articulates a more positive means of resistance, that is, resistance as autonomy through heteronomy. 
Resistance is now no longer exclusively reactive. (In this regard, see Hartmann (2003) and Thompson (2003)). However, 
as we shall see resistance as creative force cannot do away with the necessity of resistance as reactive force (Foucault 
1984a). 
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insists that power relations are not inherently negative or evil, but dangerous.1 In cases 
of domination, power relations give way to violence: the exercise of power allows for 
the possibility of counteraction, whereas violence consists in the direct application of 
coercion on the body of the other which simultaneously minimalizes the possibility 
of independent conduct. Violence entails the general subjection of freedom to 
power, whereas the condition of possibility of power is potential refusal or resistance 
(Foucault 1979a: 83-84). 
Accordingly, in a state of domination, the practice of liberty does not exist, exists 
only unilaterally or is extremely limited. Liberation then becomes necessary. However, 
according to Foucault, the “liberation of liberty” inevitably opens up new relations of 
power, which in turn bear the inherent danger of domination. Liberation has to be 
maintained, that is, the reinstated mobility of power relations has to be controlled by 
practices of liberty (Foucault 1984a: 3-4).
The moral of Foucault’s story is that our immersion in and the all-pervasiveness 
of power do not give cause for fatalism.2 Because power relations are unstable, they 
are subject to change; and because there is power everywhere, there are also freedom 
and the possibility of resistance everywhere. To be sure, power is dangerous and that 
is why “the permanent political task inherent in all social existence” is the analysis, 
elaboration and questioning of power relations and the struggle (“agonism”) between 
power relations and non-negotiable freedom (1982a: 223).3
1.3 Caught in an infinite regress
We have seen that this political task, this struggle for freedom culminates in the 
ethical subject’s “practices of liberty”. The late Foucault imagines “politics as an ethics” 
(1983b: 375). However, the political efﬁcacy of an aesthetics of existence is threatened by 
a dilemma which Balibar (2002: 15) frames in the following terms: “the conditions of 
existence which are to be transformed are woven from the same cloth as the practice of 
transformation itself; …they are [both] of the order of an ‘action upon an action’”. The 
power relation is indeed constituent, whereas the more or less stabilized social norms, 
the norms of behaviour, are constituted.
1 Cf. Foucault 1983b: 343: “My point is not that everything is bad, but that everything is dangerous, which is not 
exactly the same as bad”.
2 Foucault (1977a: 141-2) maintains that although power is “’always already there’, that one is never ‘outside’ it… 
does not entail the necessity of accepting an inescapable form of domination”. In other words, it “does not mean that 
one is trapped and condemned to defeat no matter what”.
3 Foucault (1982a: 225) elaborates: “For, if it is true that at the heart of power relations and as a permanent condition 
of their existence there is an insubordination and a certain essential obstinacy on the part of the principles of freedom, 
then there is no relationship of power without the means of escape or possible ﬂight. Every power relationship implies, 
at least in potentia, a strategy of struggle, in which the two forces are not superimposed, do not lose their speciﬁc 
nature, or do not ﬁnally become confused. Each constitutes for the other a kind of permanent limit, a point of possible 
reversal“.
Part I: Foucault’s Ethics102
The implication is that liberty might just be within our reach, but never quite 
attainable.1 Power in Foucault is the twin root of both good and evil. The self can 
resist power because it is enmeshed in power, in the very thing that makes resistance 
necessary. Every act of resistance instates new relationships of power which have to 
be resisted in turn (Foucault 1984a: 4). As a result, the self faces the danger of being 
caught in an inﬁnite regress (Balibar 2002: 19)2 or return of liberation and domination, 
of self-invention and self-refusal. The trajectory leading from resistance to liberation 
and from liberation to domination and back again (via resistance) has come to be 
inscribed in the very texture of the individual. Moreover, the constant necessity to 
resist power complicates the self’s relationship to itself. It becomes difﬁcult, if not 
impossible, for the self to convert to itself (hs iii, 64/81), if the self’s relation to itself is 
entirely deﬁned by its outwardly directed struggles against power relations.
So where does power leave the subject? In light of the fact that “power is ‘always 
already there’, that one is never ‘outside’ it” (Foucault 1977a: 141), it seems highly 
improbable that the subject will succeed in loosening the three axes of subjectiﬁcation 
– power, truth and ethics. If the self’s relationship to itself cannot be free from power 
and knowledge, the very notion of self-creation becomes rather incoherent. Let us 
reassess the terms of our dilemma.
1.4 Self-creation reassessed
Foucault did indeed stress the fact that the subject’s practices of self-constitution are 
“not something that the individual invents by himself. They are patterns… which are 
proposed, suggested and imposed on him by his culture, his society and his social group” (1984a: 11, 
my emphasis). In this light, self-constitution appears as less of an auto-nomous process 
in which the subject is independent from external determinants, than a reactionary 
and thus heteronomous project.3 If the subject merely reacts to imposed identities, s/he 
inevitably remains tied to the latter. And although the individual is then supposedly 
free to choose his/her own norms, these norms are not of his/her own making. 
1 According to Eagleton (1990: 387), Foucault is exemplary of what he calls “libertarian pessimism”. The oxymoron 
is instructive, Eagleton continues. Foucault’s position is libertarian therein that it advocates an aesthetics of existence, 
that is, “an existence blessedly free from the shackles of truth, meaning and sociality”. At the same time, however, it is 
pessimistic, “because whatever blocks such creativity – law, meaning, power, closure – is acknowledged to be built into 
it, in a sceptical recognition of the imbrication of authority and desire”. Charles Taylor (1984) points out that although 
Foucault wishes to discredit the very notion of a liberation from power, his own concept of power does not in fact make 
sense without the idea of such liberation. 
2 “Regress” is here used in the philosophical sense of the term. In other words, it refers to a series of actions (practices 
or technologies of the self) in which resistance is continually reapplied to its own result without approaching a useful 
conclusion. 
3 Jane Bennett (1996: 665) refers to what she has dubbed Foucault’s “ethic of heteronomy”: “Moral action is 
heteronomous both with regard to the web of social, legal, institutional, and other cultural constraints or regimes 
of power and with regard to the recalcitrant materials within the ‘individual’ body, for example, desires, fears, the 
process of aging”.
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Foucault nevertheless insists that the self’s creative practices are ways in which we 
can maintain our freedom against coercive powers. Yet, to be able to indulge in these 
practices we already have to be free. “Liberty”, writes Foucault, “is the ontological 
condition of ethics. But ethics is the deliberate form assumed by liberty” (1984a: 4). 
In cases of domination then, liberation forms the political or historical condition for 
practices of liberty (3). However, liberation in turn installs new relations of power, 
which have to be controlled by practices of liberty (4). The practices of liberty then 
appear as a necessity emerging after liberation – to maintain freedom.
From this it is clear that the ethicality of an “aesthetics of existence” consists, at 
least in part, in its ability to maintain freedom.1 The assumption seems to be that our 
immersion in power and knowledge undermines our freedom and that we can detach 
or at least distance ourselves from it in part to create ourselves anew. Three interrelated 
difﬁculties arise: 
(1) To what extent is it possible to separate the self from power and knowledge, that 
is, to liberate the subject so that it can practice liberty?
(2) If this is feasible, the liberated subject has to maintain his/her liberty by 
constructing a new subject identity. How is this possible without the aid of power and 
knowledge? In wanting to separate the three axes of subjectiﬁcation, does Foucault not 
risk throwing out the baby with the bath water?
(3) And, thirdly, if every liberation instigates new power relations, do we dare hope 
for a better future, for better socio-political conditions? And if not, does this not make 
the self’s ethical practices politically inconsequential?
a) The possibility of liberation from power and knowledge | Let us ﬁrst consider 
the possibility of liberation from power and knowledge. Deleuze (1988: 100) argues 
that the Greeks have cleared the way for a “double unhooking or ‘differentiation’ 
[décrochage]: when the ‘exercises that enable one to govern oneself’ become detached both 
from power as a relation between forces, and from knowledge as a stratiﬁed form, or 
‘code’ of virtue”. Deleuze continues that the relation to oneself assumes an independent 
status as a result of this differentiation. The paradox is that this independence does 
not signal a detachment from power and knowledge in general, but from knowledge as 
imposed codes of prescriptive rules and from power as a relation between forces. Let us 
start with the self’s relation to knowledge. 
According to Foucault, “[f]rom Antiquity to Christianity one passes from a morality 
that was essentially a search for a personal ethics, to a morality as obedience to a 
system of rules” (Lotringer 1996: 451). And since the latter is “now disappearing, has 
already disappeared”, the self has to create itself by once again choosing its own criteria 
for ethical conduct. However, despite its supposed freedom from imposed rules, the 
self remains dependent upon culturally derived norms. Foucault (1984a: 5) furthermore 
stresses that the assimilation of knowledge of the self – that is the Socratic-Platonic 
1 The other part, as we shall see, consists in the deliberate form assumed by liberty. In other words, what do I do 
with my freedom and how does the form it assumes affect others?
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aspect – is a necessary condition of care of the self.  However, to know oneself is not an 
autonomous process. It is the result of knowledge about the self produced by society, 
generated by experts and internalized by the self. For Foucault, knowledge and truth 
do not set us free as is often assumed, but are accessory to normalizing power which 
categorizes individuals and marks them by their own individuality.1 In short, the self 
is inextricably bound to knowledge.
As for the self’s relation to power, Foucault’s text reads as follows: “there was to 
be a differentiation between the exercises that enabled one to govern oneself and 
the learning of what was necessary to govern others” (hs ii, 77/90). Accordingly, 
Deleuze’s interpretation of the self’s detachment from power amounts to a conﬂation. 
He conﬂates “power as a relation between forces” and the government of others. 
Power relations are constituent. In other words, the self is a product of power but it 
also derives its agency from it. Power is a diffuse network and not reducible to the 
government of others.2 To be sure, power does “bring into play relations between 
individuals (or between groups)” (1982a: 217), but it “is not simply a relationship 
between partners … it is a way in which certain actions modify others” (219). The 
term “conduct” [conduire] explains the two-sidedness of power best: to “lead” others 
[se conduire] and to behave or conduct oneself [la conduire] (220-221).
To “govern” others thus makes up one side of the power coin. The other side 
of power consists in exercising power over oneself. It also belongs to the order of 
“an action upon other actions”. Should we consider power exerted over oneself as 
“subjective” – contrary to Foucault’s own deﬁnition of power (hs i, 95/125)? Or is 
it also only one force acting and reacting to other forces in a network of relations 
which dissolves the autonomy of the subject instead of deriving from it? If power 
itself is the self’s driving force, it seems highly unlikely that the self would ever 
be entirely independent of power. It could be that Foucault imagined us being 
independent of that speciﬁc form of power that prohibits and subjugates while 
leaving intact the “afﬁrmative power” that infuses the “practices of liberty”. The 
question is whether we can clearly separate the two. The power that subjects us is 
the very power that “subjectivises” us. This was, after all, Foucault’s very point of 
departure and also that which traps him in power in the end.
b) The possibility of self-creation | We are consequently left with a dimension 
of subjectivity derived from power and knowledge which cannot relinquish its 
1 In Discipline and punish Foucault joins power and knowledge as “power-knowledge” (1992a: 27). This juxtaposition 
opposes the traditional notion that knowledge can exist only where the effects of power are suspended. According to 
Foucault, power and knowledge are in fact co-constituting – they directly imply one another. In other words, knowledge 
cannot exist except through relations of power, and power makes possible and produces “regimes of truth (Hiley 1984: 
200). This would imply that if the subject remains dependent upon knowledge, it is also per deﬁnition tied to power.
2 Elsewhere, in a conversation with Foucault, Deleuze seems to be aware of the diffuse character of power: “it is clear 
who exploits, who proﬁts, and who governs, but power nevertheless seems to be something more diffuse” (Foucault 
1972a: 214).
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dependence upon them.1 The upside of remaining tied to power and knowledge is 
that the self retains the resources needed for “self-creation”, although the latter can no 
longer be considered an autonomous process. Unless power amounts to domination, it 
furnishes the self with the ability and the freedom it needs for resistance. But if every 
act of resistance unleashes new power relations, no alternative subject identity can 
signal a ﬁnal liberation. It amounts to “an ethic for which freedom lies… in a constant 
attempt at self-disengagement and self-invention” (Rajchman 1985: 38).
Besides freedom, resistance also implies that one knows what to resist. Foucault, the 
sceptic would say we have to resist everything, that everything is dangerous. At other 
times, he seems to distinguish the empowering forms of power from those forms that 
disempower us. He even believes that we can tell them apart, despite our immersion in 
power. After the events of May ’68, for example, Foucault believed that the masses no 
longer needed the intellectual to gain insight, that “they know perfectly well, without 
illusion… and are certainly capable of expressing themselves” (1972a: 207). However, 
he continues, “there exists a system of power which blocks, …and invalidates …this 
knowledge, a power not only found in the manifest authority of censorship, but one 
that profoundly and subtly penetrates an entire societal network” (ibid.). So even if we 
can tell the good power from the bad power, this insight is ultimately undercut by 
power itself. 
Foucault’s point is that the “bad” form of power is insidious, invisible and extremely 
dangerous. It is dangerous because it is totalizing, and because it is totalizing, reform is 
useless. Reform is imposed from the outside in an effort to rectify a situation already 
entirely enmeshed in totalizing power (1972a: 208). Revolutionary action, on the other 
hand, is initiated by those concerned. It occurs when individuals engage “in a struggle 
that concerns their own interests, whose objectives they clearly understand and whose 
methods only they can undermine” (ibid., p. 216). When we denounce a particular 
source of power, we also question the totality of power and the hierarchy that maintains 
it (214). It is always a “speciﬁc struggle against the particularized power” exerted over 
individuals (216). But the system cannot be defeated through isolated actions. It is a 
long struggle; it is repetitive and seemingly incoherent. “But the system it opposes, as 
well as the power exercised through the system, supplies its unity” (Foucault 1971: 230). 
And as for what replaces the system, Foucault is quite clear: “to imagine another system 
is to extend our participation in the present system” (ibid.).
c) The possibility of politically engaged practices of the self | We are thus left 
with the individual and with what appears to be his/her singular and repeated acts of 
resistance with no prospect of ever seeing the promised land. But if we just ﬁght against 
something instead of ﬁghting for something, does that not make Foucault’s ethics 
politically inconsequential? 
Foucault would never sacriﬁce the process for the purpose. Politics in its teleological 
guise leaves a series of victims in its wake: (1) The present is devaluated and ultimately 
1 Contrary to Deleuze’s insistence (1988: 101).
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sacriﬁced in the name of a better future. By being subordinated to some ideal moment 
in the future, it no longer exists as an autonomous entity; (2) Individual human actions 
face a similar fate. They are condoned only in as far as they contribute towards realizing 
the political telos. The present political struggles that Foucault’s advocates, on the other 
hand, turn on the question, “What are we today?” (1982a: 212, 216; 1983a: 34; 1986: 
88-9; Lotringer 1996: 407). “They are a refusal of these abstractions, of economic and 
ideological state violence that ignores who we are individually, and also a refusal of a 
scientiﬁc or administrative inquisition which determines who one is”. If one side of 
this resistance is to “refuse what we are”, the other side is to invent, not discover, who 
we are by promoting “new forms of subjectivity” (Foucault 1982a: 212, 216). He uses 
genealogy as diagnostic tool, a tool self-consciously situated in the present amidst the 
very web of power it analyses. It therefore cannot provide an outside point of view and 
is not interested in sacriﬁcing the present to some future ideal (Hiley 1984: 196). No 
promise of a better future can do away with the necessity for resistance in the present. 
Besides, Foucault considers his ethics as “anti-strategic”, as irreducible to the question 
of political success (Foucault 1981b: 5). It is well known, for example, that Foucault 
supported the Iranian Revolution of 1978-1979. Even though the revolution resulted in 
new political repression, Foucault refused to dismiss the moral achievement of those 
responsible for the revolution (Gutting (Ed.) 1994: 144).1
So yes, in the end, Foucault did get trapped in power, but he refused to become 
an instrument of power (1972a: 208) by offering normative criteria for distinguishing 
acceptable from unacceptable forms of power.2 He got trapped because he, like all of 
us, has always been trapped. The point is this is not a bad thing. The pervasiveness 
of power might dispel the myth of autonomous self-creation but it does facilitate 
heteronomous practices of freedom – a difﬁcult freedom which is not freedom from 
power, but freedom through power, despite power and because of power. 
1.5 The crux: substituting ethics for politics?
What then can be said about the relation between ethics and politics? It would seem 
that despite numerous qualiﬁcations the late Foucault’s turn to ethics nevertheless 
amounts to a substitution of ethics for politics3 – it would appear to leave no room for 
the possibility of political subjectivity. This is meant in two senses: the possibility for a 
1 Foucault (1983h: 93), following Kant, writes: “…it is not the revolutionary process which is important, it matters 
little if it succeeds or fails, this has nothing to do with progress…”
2 Nancy Fraser (1981: 286) precisely argued that Foucault cannot provide a politically engaged critique of modern 
forms of power when his analysis has as one of its consequences a suspension of a normative framework for criticizing 
exercises of power.
3 After all, in an interview Foucault (1983b: 375) admitted that “what interests me is much more morals than politics”. 
However, he immediately qualiﬁed this statement, by adding, “…or, in any case, politics as an ethics”. As we have seen, 
ethics in Foucault refers to “the kind of relationship you ought to have with yourself, rapport à soi… which determines 
how the individual is supposed to constitute himself as a moral subject of his own actions (1983c: 352). Morals, on the 
other hand, entail a set of values and rules of conduct (HS II, 25/32).
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subject to effectively act politically, but also, and more importantly, the possibility of a 
notion of subjectivity which thinks the subject politically, that is, where politics is not 
“added on” to the subject as an adjunct. 
Many critics consider Foucault’s aestheticised ethics as individualistic. According 
to Hiley (1985: 77-80), for example, self-creation is a feat of individual heroism which 
Foucault does not reconcile with any notion of community or polity.1 And to add 
insult to injury, Best & Kellner (1991: 290) claim that he construes the individual as 
a peculiarly inefﬁcacious entity, reducing subjectivity from a multidimensional form 
of agency and practice… to a decentred desiring existence”. Moreover, his extremely 
pessimistic realism allows Foucault to excuse himself from the obligation to work macro-
politically (Eagleton 1990: 387).2 His turn to ethics then substitutes what can only be 
an individualized task of ethics for the political task of collective social transformation 
– which he apparently sees little scope for. But what prevents the individual as ethical 
subject from engaging in collective practices of mobilization for reasons other than 
self-realization? According to White (1986: 429), Foucault does not promote arts of the 
self that fashion “juridical” subjects who would be capable of cooperating politically 
in a polity or social movement. These would be juridical subjects because they would 
accept the validity of consensually and rationally chosen rules and norms.3 Foucault’s 
insistence on individual acts of resistance would appear to be nothing more than an 
empty claim that ethics still somehow has political implications whilst having in fact 
effectively given up on politics. For Foucault explicitly deﬁnes liberation as an ethical 
task – a task for the individual rather than the collective. And if it is an expressly 
ethical task, its supposed political consequences are thrown in doubt. Whatever 
political purport or potential individual action might have, would have to be “added 
on” as an afterthought instead of being an intrinsic feature.
To be sure, the subject of Foucault’s ethics is the individual, but this individual 
is no longer exclusively the subject (in the sense of subordination) of subjectiﬁcation 
[assujetissement] or what Judith Butler (2002: 14) calls “the body” which emerged in 
Discipline and punish “as a way of taking over the theory of agency previously ascribed 
to the subject… understood in terms of appropriation and possession”. The individual 
now appears as a node in a network of power/knowledge. Being constituted in and 
through power, this “individual” is something other or something more than a distinct 
singularity. Not that Foucault is herewith personifying power and depersonifying or 
1 Also see Hiley (1984: 206) in which he reiterates that Foucault’s constant concern for the self induces a withdrawal 
from politics. 
2 According to Eagleton, Foucault’s work, then, “represents a kind of negative or inverted ultra-leftism, in which 
a resolute revolutionary negation is at once clung to and disowned. The dream of liberty must be cherished, but this 
impulse has fallen, historically speaking, on hard times, and caustically refuses the possibility of its own realization”. 
3 To be sure, Foucault is wary of consensus politics (1983b: 377-9), but he never claims that a society can or should 
function without certain rules and norms. What he questions is  “whether the system of constraints in which a society 
functions leaves individuals the liberty to transform the system… a system of constraint becomes truly intolerable when 
the individuals who are affected by it don’t have the means of modifying it” (Foucualt 1982c: 294-295).
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dehumanizing persons by making them into effects of power. The individual is still 
vulnerable to subordinating forces but also invested with the possibility of resistance 
through subjectivization [subjectivation].1 For, as we have seen, the subject’s entrapment 
in power renders it far from inefﬁcacious and the all-pervasiveness of power does not 
give cause for fatalism. “Individual” action, understood as an acting or reacting relation 
of force, cannot simply remain localized (or be conceived as individualistic) for it has 
the potential of causing a chain reaction or ripple effect through the social fabric.2 
Foucault’s insistence that power is never subjective, that is, that it cannot be reduced to 
an individual subject’s decision or action can also be understood in this light. Moreover, 
since it is neither localized nor isolated, the individual ethical subject’s “practices of 
liberty” would then also have the potential of effecting larger-scale political changes 
from the bottom up, and liberation would not only be an ethical but also a political 
task.3 In fact, if we are to accept Foucault’s claim that power is all-pervasive, the 
individual’s practices of liberty become a necessary condition for political action. In the 
later Foucault then, politics only becomes possible if ethics succeed.
This reading is furthermore supported by Foucault’s preface to the English edition 
of Deleuze and Guattari’s Anti-oedipus: capitalism and schizophrenia. Therein Foucault 
describes what he calls an “Introduction to the non-fascist life”, or an ethics based on 
inherently “de-individualizing” principles: “The individual is the product of power. 
What is needed is to ‘de-individualize’ by means of multiplication and displacement, 
diverse combinations. The group must not be the organic bond uniting hierarchized 
individuals, but a constant generator of de-individualization” (Foucault 1977c: xi-xiv). 
The centrality of the ethical perspective in Foucault’s last work therefore does not 
signal an abdication of political engagement, but precisely a call for political struggle 
understood, ﬁrst and foremost, as a “politics of ourselves”.4 
1 As Butler (2002: 19) points out, the “effect” in Foucault “is not the simple and unilateral consequence of a prior 
cause. ‘Effects’ do not stop being affected: they are incessant activities, in the Spinozistic sense. They do not, in this 
sense, presuppose power as a ‘cause’; on the contrary, they recast power as an activity of effectuation with no origin 
and no end”.
2 To be sure, force relations can either mutually support each other like links in a chain, or be isolated from one another 
due to disjunctions and contradictions (HS I, 92/122).
3 It might be argued that, apart from a few exceptional individuals such as Nelson Mandela, for example, there is little 
evidence of individual action effecting societal change. This might be due to the fact that few individuals make use of 
their power to resist. Most people are still tied to the identities around which ethnic, national and racial conﬂicts are 
fought. They knowingly or unknowingly choose to abide by imposed and internalized identities and relinquish the power 
of subjectivization. It is, after all, the easier route to take.
4 The expression “politics of ourselves” comes from a lecture “Christianity and confession” that Foucault delivered at 
Dartmouth College in November 1980 (Foucault 1980a). 
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Chapter 2: A current-spective of criticism. The ethicality of self-creation
Looking at self-formation from the perspective of what has gone before, from Foucault’s 
preceding analyses of power/knowledge, has enabled us to question and conﬁrm the 
practicability of the self’s aesthetics of existence. The next step would be to ascertain to 
what extent caring for the self is actually ethical. Foucault’s own conceptualization of 
ethics allows one to distinguish two criteria for ethicality: according to him, as we have 
seen in the preceding chapter, an action is ethical if it secures and maintains increased 
freedom for an individual. However, as such, increased freedom is not necessarily 
ethical. It only becomes ethical when it is practiced in a deliberate fashion and given 
deliberate form. In other words, what do we do with our freedom? How do we use 
it to form our subjectivity? If the power-deﬁned individual is more than a distinct 
singularity, how s/he uses his/her freedom will necessarily affect others. The ethicality 
of an action is then also determined by its effect on other people. This means that the 
inherent political nature of the individual’s practices of liberty does not salvage their 
ethical status for although these practices necessarily concern others, politics does not 
preclude the possibility of effecting others adversely. Care for self might regulate the 
individual’s conduct towards others but sometimes the only way to secure my own 
freedom is to violate somebody else’s. Or, instead of using my freedom to care for 
others, I can choose to persist in caring for myself exclusively – increasingly exploiting 
others as mere means the more freedom I have to create myself bigger and better. Once 
Foucault uttered this concern himself, asking: “Are we able to have an ethics of acts 
and their pleasures which would take into account the pleasure of the other?” (Foucault 
1983c: 346) Before formulating a response to this misgiving we shall ﬁrst single out a 
few of the other critical voices clamouring around the arts of the self. 
In fact, Foucault’s conception of care of the self invited a chorus of criticism. The 
spotlight has fallen on different aspects and consequences of these practices of self-
creation – on the freedom it supposedly secures, on the narcissism which it supposedly 
does not cultivate, on the “aestheticization” of every aspect of life to which it leads, 
and, of course, on the absence of the other towards whom we bear responsibility. His 
critics’ main refrain is that what Foucault describes as ethical is nothing more than a 
form of egotistical preoccupation with the self or self-exaltation which is precisely one 
of the major causes of contemporary society’s ethical quandary. How can one become 
ethical by being self-indulgent, through an essentially narcissistic practice? Is the 
Greek concern with the self not just an early version of our self-absorption?1 For it 
1 Foucault’s response to this question asked in an interview was that the Greek conception of the self is very different 
from our present culture of the self: “In the Californian cult of the self one is supposed to discover one’s true self, to 
separate it from that which might obscure or alienate it, to decipher its truth thanks to psychological or psychoanalytic 
science, which is supposed to be able to tell you what your true self is. Therefore, not only do I not identify this ancient 
culture of the self with what you might call the Californian cult of the self, I think that they are diametrically opposed. 
What happened in between is precisely an overturning of the classical culture of the self. This took place 
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would appear as if the independent self-converted subject, who needs nothing and no 
one, has no incentive to take up his/her ethical responsibility towards others. Again, 
what is particularly ethical about creating oneself anew in order not to be subjected? 
Furthermore, a charge of “aestheticization” has been levelled against Foucault based 
on the presupposition that a chain of associations is in place that leads from aesthetics 
to fascism, and then to fetishism, hedonism, and meaninglessness. Terry Eagleton 
(1990: 373) words it as follows:
 “The wholesale aestheticization of society had found its grotesque apotheosis for a brief 
moment in fascism, with its panoply of myths, symbols and orgiastic spectacles, its 
repressive expressivity, its appeals to passion, racial intuition, instinctual judgement, 
the sublimity of self-sacriﬁce and the pulse of blood. But in the post-war years a 
different form of aestheticization was also to saturate the entire culture of late capital, 
with its fetishism of style and surface, its cult of hedonism and technique, its reifying 
of the signiﬁer and displacement of discursive meaning with random intensities… We 
were now, as we were told, in the era of postmodernism”. 
Not only do critics such as Eagleton (1990), Wolin (1987; 1992), Callinicos (1989) and 
others see aesthetics as a slippery slope, they have also come to see aesthetics as the 
other to ethics. 
We would like to counterpose that aesthetics is not the other to ethics but precisely 
a necessary – albeit not sufﬁcient – condition for ethical conduct and a generous 
responsiveness to others. In short, we would like to make a case for the indispensability 
of the aesthetic to ethics.1 Most other commentators are more sceptical though. 
2.1 The case against self-creation as ethical practice
The charge of “aestheticization” | According to Eagleton (1990: 391), not only does 
the earlier Foucault promote an “aestheticized model of power”,2 but the theme of 
aestheticization explicitly emerges in his late writings. ”Modern man, for Baudelaire”, 
Foucault (1983a: 42) writes, “is not the man who goes off to discover himself, his secrets 
and his hidden truth: he is the man who tries to invent himself. This modernity does 
not ‘liberate man in his own being’; it compels him to face the task of producing 
himself”. This aesthetic working upon oneself is a sort of self-hegemony, but it differs 
from humanist hegemony therein that it allows one to give the law to oneself, rather 
when Christianity substituted the idea of a self which one had to renounce … for the idea of a self which had to be 
created as a work of art” (1983c: 362).
1 Jane Bennett (1996) has launched a convincing point by point defence of this point of view. William Connolly (1993: 
110) too argues that Foucault’s conception of an aesthetics of existence fosters a “generous sensibility” and opens 
up “new possibilities in social relations … that enable a larger variety of identities to coexist in relations of ‘studied’ 
indifference on some occasions, alliance on others, and agonistic respect during periods of rivalry and contestation”.
2 See Eagleton (1990: 390): “Like the aesthetic artefact, power is non-instrumental, non-teleological, autonomous 
and self-referential”.
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than come meekly under the sway of a heteronomous decree. According to Eagleton 
(1990: 391), this is the very project of L’usage des plaisirs, in which Foucault is ﬁnally 
able “to ﬁll out one of the gaping voids in his work – the question of ethics – with an 
aesthetic alternative to humanist morality”. In the ancient world, the abstract code 
(with which Foucault equates Christianity) remains, but “there is a looser, more ﬂexible 
relation between it and the particular practices it licences, which cannot be seen as mere 
obedient instantiations of this general decree. There is a degree of free play between 
norm and practice” (ibid.). Although Eagleton acknowledges that “the universal law is 
hereby tempered” he places the emphasis on the fact that hegemony is retained and 
turned into an internal relationship between parts of the self. He objects that Foucault 
does not really escape “the lures of traditional hegemony” for traditional hegemony too 
required a certain amount of “self-labour”. “[I]t is only by implicitly caricaturing the 
latter as a passive, docile receptivity to law that Foucault can effectively counterpose 
it” to his own ethic (392-393). Herein Eagleton seems to suppose that Foucault saw in 
the ethics of self-formation a radical escape from hegemony and normalization. He also 
seems to ignore the evident difference between the self-labour Foucault advocates and 
the self-labour of “traditional hegemony”: the former is a deliberate and self-conscious 
labour in accordance with an individualized artistic design understood as operating 
within a system of externally imposed constraints.
Eagleton even goes so far as to accuse the later Foucault of being pro-slavery. The 
fact that Foucault quotes Plato’s comments on the homology between the style of 
self-governance, which Foucault clearly endorses, and the imperative of maintaining 
the polis,1 suggests that “the aestheticization of the self”… “takes its origin from the 
need to sustain the political authority of a slave-based society” (393). Again Eagleton 
seems to miss the moral of Foucault’s linking the private with the political, “the strict 
correlation between the individual and the city” (hs ii, 71/83). The Greeks – Plato 
speciﬁcally – called upon the model of the civic life to deﬁne the moderate attitude. If 
an individual fails to “set up the government of his soul (heauton kratoikizein)” …”the 
soul’s ‘best parts’ will be enslaved and ‘a small part, the most wicked and mad, is 
master’”.2 Moreover, there is nothing inherent in the project of self-fashioning and the 
moderation and self-government here promoted that can be read as an advocation of 
slavery. As a staunch Nietzschean, Foucault certainly does not proclaim that all people 
are equal. At the same time, however, no one can accuse the practices of self-formation 
of making some more equal than others. If these practices were once accessible only 
to a small male elite, it is now proposed as a practice open to all and aimed towards 
the increased freedom and self-sufﬁciency of all those who choose to partake in it. In 
fact, Foucault was committed to dismantling institutionalized inequality throughout 
his life.
1 See HS II, 71/83: “There [in Plato’s Republic], the ethics of pleasure is of the same order of reality as the political 
structure: ‘If the individual is like the city, the same structure must prevail in him’”.
2 Here Foucault (HS II, 71/84) quotes Plato, Republic, IX, 592b.
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A related criticism is uttered by Alex Callinicos. He (1989: 90) frames his answer to 
Foucault’s question, why everyone’s life couldn’t become a work of art (Foucault 1983c: 
350), in Marxist terms: “The answer, of course, is that most people’s lives are still… 
shaped by their lack of access to productive resources and their consequent need to sell 
their labour-power in order to live. To invite a hospital porter in Birmingham, a car-
worker in Sao Paolo, a social security clerk in Chicago, or a street child in Bombay to 
make a work of art of their lives would be an insult – unless linked to precisely the kind 
of strategy for global social change which… poststructuralism rejects”. Our response 
to this line of critique would be that Foucault never presented an aesthetics of existence 
in the form of a universal imperative. When he incites individuals to create themselves 
anew it is precisely to remind them that they can be freer, that they can resist their 
subjection, despite their speciﬁc socio-economic or other limiting circumstances (and 
precisely because of their embeddedness in power/knowledge networks). Besides, it 
would be no more preposterous for a hospital porter to learn to exercise self-mastery 
and moderation than for a doctor or hospital administrator.
Eagleton (1990: 393) then goes on to state that “Foucault’s vigorously self-mastering 
individual remains wholly monadic”. In Foucault’s ethical universe, according to him, 
“society is just an assemblage of autonomous self-disciplining agents, with no sense 
that their self-realization might ﬂourish within the bonds of mutuality”. This charge 
consists in two elements: ﬁrst, Foucault’s “monadic” conception of the self, and second, 
his failure to recognize an internal connection between self-realization, mutuality, 
and public or collective action. The ﬁrst claim seems to us to be rather ill-considered. 
Earlier we have established that the self is inseparably linked to power and knowledge, 
that there is no “outside” where power is concerned, and that being “inside” power is, 
in fact, the condition of possibility of any form of subjectivity. The goal of Foucault’s 
aesthetics of existence” is to shape oneself to the extent made possible within the web of 
constraints, amids our embeddedness in social, historical, economic, and temperamental-
bodily circumstances. It is a matter “of showing how social mechanisms up to the 
present have been able to work, how forms of repression and constraint have acted, 
and then, starting from there, it seems to me, one [leaves] … to the people themselves, 
knowing all the above, the possibility of self-determination and the choice of their own 
existence” (Foucault 1984d: 452). The all-pervasiveness of power and our inevitable 
immersion in it do not therefore mean that subjectivization is simply subjection, for 
there is always the possibility of “practices of liberation, of freedom, as in Antiquity, 
starting of course from a number of rules, styles and conventions that are found in the 
culture” (ibid.).
With regard to the second element of Eagleton’s charge, one might agree with him 
that although Foucault stresses that the practices of the self also entailed the formation 
and development of “symmetrical and reciprocal” relationships (hs iii, 182/213), it does 
not amount to the establishment of “bonds of mutuality”. However, this does not mean 
that Foucault’s aesthetic self cannot engage in collective practices of mobilization for 
reasons other than self-realization, as Bennett (1996: 661) rightly points out. Connolly 
113Section III: An ethics of care criticized
(1993), to whom we have referred before, argues convincingly that an “aesthetics 
of existence” can be one of the means through which we improve the quality and 
generosity of our connectedness to others.
Eagleton (1990: 395) concludes his criticism saying that a “massive repression” is 
still at work in hs ii, “as the body stands in for the subject and the aesthetic for 
the ethical”.1 And the supposedly “autonomous” individual which suddenly appears 
is “a matter, very scrupulously, of surface, art, technique, sensation”. This claim relates 
to the criticism that Foucault’s aesthetics of existence is individualistic and that he 
reduces the individual to a peculiarly inefﬁcacious entity – from “a multi-dimensional 
form of agency and praxis… to a decentred desiring existence” (Best & Kellner 1991: 
290-292). Such a self is incapable of “autonomy”, or willing on the basis of a rational 
principle one gives to oneself. Not that Foucault ever intended the self to practice a 
form of ethics based on the will’s obedience to a command or “imperious injunction” 
of Reason, Nature or God. Not only can the morality of that command never be 
established but a command morality is also likely to be blunt, harsh, inattentive to the 
complexities of context, timing, and political possibilities. As we have seen, what is at 
stake in Foucault’s arts of the self is not so much autonomy, but resistance understood 
as autonomy through heteronomy. For Foucault, “[e]thics is… a matter of reﬂective 
heteronomy, of the recognition of one’s implication in and dependence upon a web of 
social relations within which there nevertheless remains room for the individual to 
carve out a space of distinction, self-direction, or ‘liberty’” (Bennett 1996: 662).
Foucault’s lapse into narcissism, aesthetic decisionism and theatricality | 
Richard Wolin (1987: 85) maintains that Foucault’s studies concerning the care of the 
self promote either an attitude of “narcissistic self-absorption” or one of “outwardly 
aggressive self-aggrandizement”. Moreover, Foucault’s appreciation, above all else, of 
the predominance of an aesthetic approach to life in classical paradigms of sexuality 
and “techniques of self” amounts, according to Wolin, to “aesthetic decisionism” (81). 
Foucault, as Nietzsche before him, insists that the concern for beauty evinced in the 
artistic sphere must be generalized to all spheres of life…”the vessels of aesthetic 
autonomy [must] be destroyed and their contents scattered throughout life” (73). Wolin 
calls this an all-inclusive or “pan-aestheticism”. Foucault’s advocacy of an “aesthetics 
of existence” – that life itself be turned into a work of art (Foucault 1983c: 350), for 
example, is a classical pan-aestheticist move (Wolin 1987: 84). But Wolin does not 
stop there. According to him, “the primacy of aestheticist implications translates into 
a normative stance in which decisionistic tendencies gain the upper hand. The speciﬁc 
1 Judith Butler (2002: 14) argues that in Discipline and punish the body emerged as a way of taking over the 
theory of agency previously ascribed to the subject (understood in terms of appropriation and possession). However, 
in the second and third volumes of Histoire de la sexualité the body is but one aspect of a “self” which is no longer 
merely a docile surface for disciplinary and normalizing techniques. Although this “self” is not a return to the Subject 
understood as “transcendental pretence” (Solomon 1988), it now has recourse to autonomy through heteronomy (see 
previous chapter). 
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content of an action becomes a matter of indifference, since exclusive emphasis is 
placed on action as formal provocation. In the case of a strictly decisionistic ethics it is 
a glorious, demonstrative assertion of the volitional faculty in and of itself – regardless 
of the ends to which the will is directed – that determines ‘good’ acts” (84). According 
to Wolin, the afﬁnities between the aestheticist position and decisionism should be 
fairly evident: “The proponents of aestheticism emend decisionism by emphasising 
style or art – the ﬁnal determinant conduct”… “The major difference between the 
two positions is the aestheticist option of an a-social, narcissistic withdrawal-into-self; 
a posture, strictly speaking incompatible with active decisionism” (ibid.). Moreover, if 
this aestheticist position is followed to its conclusion, Wolin continues, “carte blanche is 
accorded to forms of life that are manipulative and predatory vis-à-vis other persons”. 
Echoing Eagleton’s complaints, Wolin continues that there is no “discernible trace of 
human solidarity, mutuality, or fellow-feeling” (85). 
Accordingly, Wolin is accusing Foucault of singling out the aesthetic outlook as the 
sole determinant of life, and its insensitivity to other values ultimately translates into 
an insensitivity to other persons qua ends in themselves. Others function as little more 
than aids to the self’s project of aesthetic self-formation.1 Once the telos of Foucaultian 
ethics has been established as being oriented towards “this-worldly ends” (83), and the 
latter has been reduced to “self-control for theatrical effect” (ibid.),2 it follows that his 
“ethical universe… is a Hobbesian state of nature… with a ﬂair for style” (85).
One cannot help but notice that much of Wolin’s criticism is based on a selective 
reading of Foucault. Nowhere does he acknowledge Foucault’s afﬁrmation of the 
necessity of a code. In fact, Foucault deﬁnes one of the main aspects of ethics as the mode 
of subjection [mode d’assujettissement], that is, the way in which the individual establishes 
his or her relation to moral obligations and rules (hs ii, 27/34). Foucault wanted to shift 
the emphasis to how an individual is suppose to constitute himself as a moral subject 
of his own actions, without, however, denying the importance of either the moral code 
or the actual behaviour of people. Codes of behaviour and forms of subjectivization 
can never “entirely be dissociated”. Together they make up the very stuff of which 
ethics is made (hs ii, 29/36). Furthermore, Wolin’s criticism seems to ignore the fact 
that “ascesis” has pride of place in Foucault’s ethics. Subjectivization has much more 
to do with “ascesis” (hs ii, 72-77/84-90) – with self-discipline, self-restraint – than 
with style as performance which is after all only one possibility in the repertoire of 
techniques and practices at the ethical subject’s disposal. Need we remind Wolin of the 
1 Thus, in Foucault’s ethic, according to Wolin (1992: 192), others become mere means, “material for my own 
personal aesthetic gratiﬁcation; they are degraded to the status of bit players in the drama of my own private aesthetic 
spectacle”. 
2 Foucault (1983c: 354) cites the case of Nicocles, King of Cyprus, who remains faithful to his wife not out of some 
heteronomously prescribed sense of duty, but because as a king who commands others, he must also demonstrate that 
he is in command of himself. According to Wolin (1987: 83), it is not the political aspect of this impressive display of 
self-restraint, i.e., a sense of indebtedness to the welfare of the political community in general, that interests Foucault. 
Rather, “it is self-control for theatrical effect that seizes his imagination”.
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Nietzschean sentiment which inspired the type of stylization advocated by Foucault? 
This stylization is
“practiced by those who survey all the strengths and weaknesses of their nature and 
then ﬁt them into an artistic plan until every one of them appears as art and reason 
and even weaknesses delight the eye. Here a large mass of second nature has been 
added; there a piece of original has been removed – both times through long practice 
and daily work at it. Here the ugly that could not be removed is concealed; there it 
has been reinterpreted and made sublime. Much that is vague and resisted shaping has 
been saved and exploited for distance views; it is meant to beckon toward the far and 
immeasurable” (Nietzsche 1974: 232, sec. 290).
In the same vein as Wolin, Terry Eagleton (1990: 394) asks, “Is rape morally vicious 
only because it signiﬁes a certain imprudence or immoderacy on the part of the 
rapist? … Is slander acceptable as long as I exercise my power to perform it moderately, 
judiciously, slandering perhaps three persons but not thirty? … Does it all come down 
to a question of how, in postmodernist vein, one ‘stylizes’ one’s conduct? What would a 
stylish rape look like, precisely?” In other words, like Wolin, Eagleton accuses Foucault 
of only worrying about how we do things instead of what we do. This objection again 
misinterprets Foucault’s emphasis on the subjectivization dimension of ethics as a denial 
of the necessity and validity of any form of code. Moreover, it also ignores the fact that 
care for self acts as a regulative principle. Foucault explains that “the assumption of all 
this morality was that the one who care for himself correctly found himself, by that 
very fact, in a measure to behave correctly in relationship to others and for others… it 
is the power over self which will regulate the power over others”. In other words, it is 
this power over oneself that would prevent care for self from becoming “absolutized” 
and turning into a kind of domination of the other (Foucault 1984a: 7-8). Like the law 
or code dimension of ethics, the processes of subjectivization concern the restriction or 
governance of behaviour. The difference is that techniques of subjectivization respond 
to subtle norms of admirable behaviour and thought; they address the question of 
which sensibilities or attitudes, and not simply which actions, are most laudable. 
Codes and moral laws are generally rough frameworks and much ethically signiﬁcant 
behaviour, that is, behaviour enacted within a social context and with the consequent 
potential of inﬂicting suffering upon others, fall beyond their scope. It therefore could 
be argued, as Bennett (1996: 666) indeed does, that the emphasis on techniques of 
subjectivization makes for a “more careful and resilient approach to ethics”. According 
to Foucault, in antiquity the emphasis was precisely on those aspects which usually fall 
through the cracks of moral reﬂection, where the code falls short or leaves gaps.1 
1 See Foucault (1984c: 457-458):  “What struck me about Antiquity is that the points around which reﬂection is most 
active regarding sexual pleasure are not at all the point which represented the traditionally received forms of prohibition. 
On the contrary, it was where sexuality was the least restricted that the moralist of antiquity questioned themselves 
with the most intensity and where they succeeded in formulating the most rigorous doctrines”. In this context, Foucault 
reminds us of the fact that marriage imposed very strict rules of ﬁdelity on the wife. Yet, there 
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The unfreedom of self-formation | Foucault has always been able to make a 
convincing case in favour of self-formation in the name of the possibilities for increased 
freedom which it opens. To the contrary, however, we have seen that the very project 
of self-constitution threatens to be nothing other than self-subjugation: we constitute 
ourselves by internalizing normative codes of conduct and normalizing knowledge 
about the self generated by institutions, experts, the media, etc. In short, we become 
subjected because of the ways in which we govern ourselves. 
Foucault contends that “the idea of a morality as obedience to a code of rules is now 
disappearing, has already disappeared”, and that we should respond to this “absence 
of morality” with a search for a personal ethics, an aesthetics of existence (Foucault 
1984d: 451). Notwithstanding the contemporary resurgence of fundamentalist religion 
– which could itself be seen as evidence of an intense comtemporary problematization 
of morality – one might agree that such rigid notions of morality are increasingly 
coming under ﬁre. However, the question is whether an aesthetics of existence does not 
fall prey to the same pitfalls? Even a creative process of “auto-nomous” self-stylization 
is to some extent informed by certain rules of conduct and certain values from our 
surroundings and culture, which we internalize. This process is in fact permeated by 
rules, descriptions, and prescriptions that put into practice certain formulas and beliefs 
regarding the self. Even if we are entirely free to choose and impose our own moral 
principles, we always unwittingly also choose built-in notions of how we ought to be, 
determined by normalizing power/knowledge structures. The liberty of individuals 
to develop all manners of codes and knowledges and give them governing power by 
accounts of prescriptive origins and foundations – that liberty is underwritten only 
by the limits and transgressions of knowledge, not by the substance of knowledge. 
The formation of the self as a self-representing subject is in question by virtue of its 
liberty not only because of the content of its knowledge but also because of its form. As 
such, self-representation as self-mastery contributes towards our unfreedom even as it 
attempts to do the opposite. We are then compelled to overcome every alternative self-
representation as well. The pursuit of liberation thus inversely “undermines” the self’s 
ethical project. In fact, Foucault cannot propose another form of self-representation or 
self-constitution without returning to the formation that his work puts in question 
(Scott 1990: 90). To offer alternative guidelines for self-constitution simply replaces one 
form of subjection with another. It is the second component of auto-nomy, the moment 
of legislation, that characterizes the subjectivity of the subject – and also attenuates its 
project of liberation. Not even Foucault’s shift of emphasis away from the “code” can 
exempt him from this charge. We shall return to this point of criticism later.
The (non)place of the other in self-formation | It is not our intention here to 
cover all criticism ever levelled against Foucault’s conception of self-formation. Our 
was hardly any philosophical reﬂection on or theoretical preoccupation with the subject of “monopoly”. On the other 
hand, the subject of love for boys, which was relatively free, was extensively problematized. Thus, as we stressed before, 
in Greek moral reﬂection, it was not the prohibition that accounted for the forms and extent of problematization. 
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signiﬁcantly more modest aim is to give the reader some idea of the general drift of 
the critical response with which self-stylization was met so as to prepare the way for 
what is actually at issue when the ethicality of self-concern is being questioned: does it 
foster a non-reductive responsiveness to the other as end in itself instead of a means to 
self-formation? Barry Smart (1995b: 101) sums it up nicely: 
“The precedence accorded to care of the self is controversial, particularly if the relation 
to the Other, responsibility for the Other, is to be placed… at the centre point in 
ethics …Is an ethical relationship to the other implied in the contemporary search for 
styles of existence afﬁrmed by Foucault? Can such an ethical relation be assumed in a 
context where the interests of the ‘modern individual’ have diminished, if not largely 
paralysed, any sense of responsibility for the other? It is all very well talking about 
creating ourselves as a work of art but is such a preoccupation with the self necessarily 
synonymous with caring or showing responsibility for others?”1 
I think we will all agree that although care of the self might be considered “amoral” 
in the sense that it is primarily unconcerned with the rightness or wrongness of an 
act as determined by objectively formulated rules or laws, it is not intrinsically bad or 
even “unethical” (in the Foucaultian sense of ethics as cultivating a kind of relationship 
with oneself). For it is this relationship to the self that serves to regulate one’s conduct 
towards others. But if it does not answer to the ultimate criterion of ethics – caring 
or taking responsibility for others, which is not the same as merely regulating the 
way in which you behave towards them – what makes for its ethicality?2 Should it be 
said once and for all that “turning one’s life into a work of art” is an admirable but 
ultimately arbitrary practice based on personal choice, that it is optional and ﬁnally 
non-essential when one aspires after ethicality? Why not skip the time-consuming self-
labour and focus one’s attention and energies exclusively on the true object of ethical 
action – the other? 
2.2 Introducing the case in favour of an aesthetics of existence
Stage I: Care of the self in Levinas | When care of the self is opposed to care 
for others at least one thinker immediately comes to mind, an ethical thinker par 
1 Smart’s own initial response is: “Foucault’s remarks suggest not; he comments on the signiﬁcant differences between 
the ancient Greek culture of the self – in which emphasis is placed upon aesthetics and the importance of ‘exercising a 
perfect mastery over oneself’ (Foucault 1986: 362) through imposition of ‘austerity practices’, effectively a government 
of the self which allegedly simultaneously exempliﬁed a responsibility towards others – and the modern hedonistic cult 
of the self in which the ‘relationship to the self no longer needs to be ascetic to get into relation to the truth’ (Foucault 
1986: 371)”… [I]t is precisely the absence of any consideration of relations with and responsibility for others which 
makes Foucault’s reference to creating ourselves and the autonomy of personal ethics morally problematic” (Smart 
1995b: 102, 105).
2 As we have pointed out in the introductory chapter, it is a justiﬁable move to accept care for others as “the 
ultimate criterion for ethics” in the context of the argument developed here because it coincides with Foucault’s own 
ethical aspirations.
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excellence, Emmanuel Levinas.1 Even those who know nothing of Levinas know one 
thing: he was the one who put our unequivocal and inﬁnite responsibility towards 
the Other centre stage. Levinas’s thinking serves as the ideal critical yardstick against 
which to measure the ethicality of care of the self, not because he stands in clear 
opposition to Foucault, but because in his earliest works one ﬁnds the deployment of 
the egoist existent’s economic existence. It will be argued that this economic existence 
functions analogously to the practices of the self in Foucault, which, as we shall see, 
serves as necessary condition for the individual’s ethical conversion. In Levinas’s later 
“mature” works, economic self-positing is still presupposed but subjectivity is radically 
reconceptualized as Other-invoked. Levinas consequently seems to want to distance 
himself from these analyses of economic life which ultimately testify – contrary to 
Levinas’s insistence – to the fact that the self needs the Other to save it from its always 
already too heavy materiality and existential burden. And need, in Levinas’s ethical 
scheme, belongs to the world of the atheist existent, not to the relation with the Other, 
which is ethics. If I do something for the other because I also need the other, I expect 
something in return. My action thus forms part of an economic transaction and 
therefore deemed unethical. It is deemed unethical and not merely amoral because for 
Levinas need is the assimilation of the other to satisfy the self. 
Our defence of Foucault will proceed in two stages: First, we shall look to Levinas 
to address the questionable status of care of the self, of these worldly aesthetic practices. 
Focusing our attention exclusively on Levinas’s earliest works will enable us to 
provisionally bracket out the question of the Other. Here Levinas is concerned with the 
existent’s economic practices in the world. The existent experiences its existence, which 
is characterized by solitude and materiality, as unbearably heavy. Being-in-the-world 
provides it with the opportunity to partially rid itself of this existential burden – the 
existent reaches towards things in the world, labours, gathers possessions, makes a 
home and learns to provide for the future. This economic existence enables the existent 
to become self-sufﬁcient and to enjoy life. According to Levinas, this self-sufﬁciency 
and independence, which the existent has been able to secure through its economic 
existence, is a necessary condition for the existent’s ethical conversion. In other words, the 
independence on the basis of which this self is capable of having a relation of exteriority 
with its Other, the Inﬁnite, is constituted by a primordial and primitive way of being 
with oneself characterized as “interiority”. However, this condition is necessary but not 
sufﬁcient, that is, interiority is not enough. The Other is the trump card in Levinas’s 
ethical metaphysics. The world provides only a partial alleviation of the heaviness of 
1 I would not be the ﬁrst to involve Levinas in this debate. Others have paved the way, suggesting that Levinas’s 
emphasis on our inﬁnite responsibility towards the Other has the potential to emend Foucault’s conception of care of self. 
I am thinking, for example, of Barry Smart’s “The subject of responsibility” (1995b) (the same article appears in Moss 
(1998: 78-92) under the title, “Foucault, Levinas and the subject of responsibility”) and David Boothroyd’s “Foucault’s 
alimentary philosophy: care of the self and responsibility for the other” (1996). However, neither Smart nor Boothroyd 
have explored this possibility fully.
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being. Without an encounter with the Other, the existent is doomed to “self-implode” 
under the unbearable weight of its materiality, but also, more importantly, doomed to 
remain unethical. The question is whether or not the Foucaultian notion of care for self, 
which, as will become increasingly clear, functions analogously to economic existence 
in Levinas, can ultimately escape the necessity of being-for-the-other? The second and 
conclusive stage of our defence will consider to what extent self-concern fosters other-
responsiveness. 
A “functional analogy” between the late Foucault and the early Levinas | Employing 
Levinas as critical yardstick is not novel in itself. What is new is the way in which 
it is attempted here – by way of a “functional analogy” between the late Foucault’s 
aesthetics of existence and the early Levinas’s economic existence. In their respective 
conceptualizations we ﬁnd certain structural elements that function in an analogous 
fashion. In other words, these structural elements are comparable in certain respects 
and speciﬁcally in a way which makes the nature of the things compared clearer. The 
way in which the existent’s auto-positing function in Levinas’s thinking, should enable 
us to gauge the ethical status of the Foucaultian subject’s self-creation. 
The early Levinas directs our attention to a “level of life” phenomenologically 
prior to that in which the encounter with the Other takes place. In this sense, the 
existent, as Levinas refers to the substantive subject, is in this instant a wholly separate, 
solitudinous subject. In an analogous fashion, care of the self in Foucault can be 
thought of as the existence of a subject which is not yet in a relationship to others. The 
self-fashioning praxis of Foucault’s subject unfolds in another ontological order as that 
in which it ﬁgures as part of the socio-political world shared with others. Although 
Foucault acknowledges the role of others in ethical self-formation, they merely feature 
as means to an end, as what Levinas would call “provisional alterity” that the self uses 
to aid its formation. This is a level on which our ordinary ethico-political conceptions 
of self-other relations have no bearing on the self and its self-reﬂexive movements. The 
political nature of the self’s practices of liberty is therefore provisionally bracketed out. 
Others aid the self’s aesthetics of existence, but they do not (yet) ﬁgure as the object of 
our responsibility. This is something Levinas expresses by saying that they do not take 
place in the same time, but in different “instants” (cf. Boothroyd 1996).  
Both Foucault and Levinas describe a process by which the subject becomes a self-
at-home-with-itself. Foucault maintains that within the ﬁeld of normative practices in 
which aesthetic self-production takes place, no disjuncture with “external” normative 
codes of practice arises. The aim of stylizing one’s practice in such as way as to make 
oneself a work of art meant, as Aristotle said of the work of art, that “it is not possible 
either to take away or to add anything, implying that excess and defect destroy the 
goodness of art, while the mean preserves it” (Aristotle 1980: 38 [Book ii, 1106b]). In 
other words, it entails creating oneself in such a manner that there is no disjunction 
between one’s performance and one’s idea of exterior value. As Butler (2000: 218) points 
out, lives which are made into oeuvres “do not simply conform to moral precepts or 
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norms in such a way that selves, considered pre-formed or ready-made, ﬁt themselves 
into a mould that is set forth by the precept. On the contrary, the self fashions itself 
in terms of the norm, comes to inhabit and incorporate the norm, but the norm is not 
in this sense external to the principle by which the self is formed”. We ﬁnd an analogous 
structure in Levinas: “The way of the I against the ‘other’ of the world consists in 
sojourning, in identifying oneself by existing here at home with oneself (chez soi)…In the 
world, which is from the ﬁrst other, the I is nonetheless autochtonous”, that is, an 
indigenous inhabitant (ti, 37/7). 
By focusing on this connection between Levinas and Foucault we want to explore 
the notion of a self-styling individuality emerging only out of the reﬂexive movement of 
the Same. According to their respective formulations, these immanent practices of self-
conversion or atheism, of independence, self-sufﬁciency, self-possession and enjoyment 
serve as a necessary condition for the subject’s ethical becoming or conversion. If one 
takes proper care of the self, according to Foucault, one’s conduct towards others will 
be regulated. He insists, moreover, that “this ethos of freedom is also a way of caring for 
others” (Foucault 1984a: 7, my emphasis). According to Levinas, “auto-personiﬁcation” 
enacted in economic existence (ti, 147/120) enables the existent to take up his/her 
ethical responsibility towards others, for we cannot receive the Other with empty hands 
and a closed home. Without aesthetic self-formation (Foucault) and economic auto-
personiﬁcation (Levinas), there can be no care for others, no possibility of generosity 
and hospitality. 
The differences between Foucault and Levinas | Although similar or correspondent 
in some respects, being analogous also implies differences. The late Foucault’s “aesthetics” 
and the early Levinas’s “economics” are dissimilar in signiﬁcant ways. According to 
Foucault, care of the self – and the worldly aesthetic practices that it entails – is 
already ethical in itself.1 Most importantly, the self in Foucault is actively partaking 
in his/her own ethical becoming. Levinas, on the other hand, regards economic life 
as pre- or unethical. The existent is left to passively await intervention by the Other, 
an intervention which would signal a turning point in the life of the existent – the 
egoist existent is made aware of its egoist ways and turned into an ethical subject. The 
existent itself is deprived of any potential for ethical action, but its economic, atheist 
existence is a necessary – albeit not sufﬁcient – condition for its ethical conversion. In 
other words, the aesthetic (or economic) is afﬁrmed as indispensable for ethics. To be 
sure, certain forms of the aesthetic do pose ethical dangers, but the very possibility of 
enacting worthy ethical ideals depends upon the cultivation of an aesthetic (economic) 
sensibility. Care of the self is thus rendered something other than mere narcissism or 
self-indulgent aetheticization. It is not a superﬂuous self-labour and we cannot simply 
1 Foucault (1984a: 7) explains: “For the Greeks it is not because it is care for others that it is ethical. Care for self is 
ethical in itself, but it implies complex relations with others… Ethos implies also a relation with others to the extent 
that care for self renders one competent to occupy a place in the city, in the community or in interindividual relationships 
which are proper – whether it be to exercise a magistracy or to have friendly relationships”.
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do away with it, just as the later Levinas cannot simply backtrack on and deny the 
relevance of his earliest analyses. 
Our analyses of Levinas’s philosophy will therefore uncover what appears to be a 
binary scheme: on the one hand, Levinas constructs an “ethically challenged” subject 
who is incapable of saving itself by itself. After intervention by the Other, on the other 
hand, it is stripped of its egoism and rendered radically passive. It is now for-the-Other 
despite itself and because of the Other-in-the-self which predisposes it towards alterity. 
It is thus dependent upon a form of Alterity for which there is no need in Greek/
Foucaultian ethical self-formation. For Foucault’s self-creating subject is equipped both 
with an inherent potential for ethicality and the ability to actualize it. As we shall see, 
this does not mean that there is no room or need for alterity in self-formation. This 
equally does not amount to an argument against Levinas’s Other, ultimately the Lord, 
God. It is rather an argument against Levinas’s conceptualization of subjectivity, which 
starts out ethically inept and ends up passively delivered over to the Other’s tutelage. 
It is a subject divested of any responsibility, incapable of initiating a single “step to 
competence” (Kant 1784: 8) on its own. It is a subject who need not trouble herself – for 
“the Other will readily undertake the irksome work for her” (ibid., modiﬁed). Is this not 
Kant’s immature subject par excellence? For in reality we are incapable of making use 
of our understanding not because we lack reason but because we lack the resolution 
and courage to use it without direction from another (ibid., p. 7). We thus start out 
using Levinas as critical yardstick to gauge the ethicality of care of the self and end up 
with a Foucaultian critique of Levinas’s notion of subjectivity.
Stage ii: Self-concern and other-responsiveness | The conclusive stage of our 
defence will be dedicated to ﬁnding that dynamic in Foucault’s aesthetics of existence 
which cultivates a non-reductive responsiveness to others. For how does the self – 
educable as it may be – succeed in countering the strong gravitational pull of his/her 
egoist economy without external intervention? Upon closer investigation, one ﬁnds that 
Foucault’s aesthetics of existence do not stop at self-constitution. If every alternative 
solution recreates the same conditions of unfreedom which it tries to counter, proper 
care of the self must also entail transgression of the self. After the self has learnt to 
master its excessive and violent impulses (freedom from), it also has to overcome those 
limits imposed from within and without (freedom to). Transgression makes of the arts 
of the self something other than mere contemplative self-possession. It implements a 
constant self-critique which takes shape as the possibility of transgressing one’s limits. 
Transgression is not the transcendence of all limits, but pressure exerted on the limits 
to enlarge them in order to make room for alterity. In the process difference is “non-
positively afﬁrmed” within the limits of the self, that is, alterity is relocated to exist as 
otherness within the self. The other is afﬁrmed as radical difference within the self and 
this is precisely what turns the self-converted self outward towards others. 
Although transgression opens up the ethical scope of care of the self, it ultimately 
remains unclear how and by whom this self-violation is triggered. How can the ethical 
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initiative – the enlargement of the limits of the self to make room for the other as 
other – emanate from a closed system onto itself? How does self-concern or conversion 
to the self trigger a beneﬁcent responsiveness to the other? According to Foucault, the 
existence of limits constitutes a necessary condition for the possibility of transgression. 
But how are we to posit a limit separating the self and what is other-than-self if 
the Foucaultian conception of power/knowledge precisely undermines the distinction 
between the inside of the self and outside of power? Ultimately we shall not have to 
look too far aﬁeld for the answer. For the key to other-responsiveness in Foucault is to 
be found, not outside of the self, but in the repetition of the same. 
PA R T  I I :  L E V I N A S ’ S  A E S T H E T I C S  
Introducing Stage I : Care of the self in Levinas
Ethics or the way in which the self relates to itself as the ethical subject of its own action, 
according to Foucault’s formulation, comes into play when morality falls short. Present-
day moral authorities, although by no means absent, can be construed as deﬁcient 
when they are used to justify the spread of terror, on the one hand, and to legitimize 
violent interventions and war in the name of peace, on the other. Following Nietzsche, 
Foucault responded to the crisis of intellectual legitimation of moral authorities, by 
taking seriously the necessity for individuals to take responsibility for their own ethical 
“self-constitution”. However, as we have seen, many critics feared that this “turn to 
self” would induce anomie and self-aggrandizement instead of self-critique and a 
generous sensibility towards others as Foucault believed. In this context, our aim is 
to try and establish to what extent the Foucaultian notion of ethical self-formation 
manages to equip the self with the necessary ethical skills to navigate through the 
anomic and “amoral” (or immoral) world we live in; whether it counters instead of 
merely contributing to the current ethical quandary. To this end, Emmanuel Levinas’s 
unparalleled concern for the Other provides us with an ideal critical yardstick. Levinas 
is widely acknowledged as an ethical thinker par excellence, a thinker not concerned 
with prescriptive moral codes or morality as such but with the self’s non-negotiable 
responsibility towards the Other.1 It is consequently quite surprising that his earliest 
works – generally overlooked or unacknowledged by Levinas scholars – defend 
the ethical import of self-concern. Not that Levinas considers the subject’s egoist 
preoccupations to be ethical in itself. Rather, he defends egoism and the “atheism” or 
the absolute self-sufﬁciency to which it leads as a necessary condition for ethicality. In 
this sense, the existent’s economic existence, as it is developed in Levinas’s earliest three 
1 Levinas’s ethics is not what Hegel calls morality but neither, it seems to us, is it exactly Sittlichkeit (from Sitte 
meaning “customs”). For Hegel, the basis of ethics is one’s belonging to (as well as being educated by) a particular 
community of people. For him, it is not primarily a matter of rational principle, but part of a life of shared values, feelings, 
and customs. In “Meaning and sense”, Levinas maintains that ethics comes before culture and allows us to judge 
cultures (1964: 33-64). Ethics, for Levinas, is therefore not derived from one’s cultural situatedness, but is a much more 
fundamental principle, the ﬁrst principle. 
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works, will prove to be functionally analogous to the Foucaultian subject’s aesthetics of 
existence. In these works, Levinas therefore underscores the indispensability of taking 
care of oneself for ethics. Only the one who has become completely self-sufﬁcient is 
able to take up his/her responsibility towards others.
Levinas’s earliest three works, De l’existence a l’existant (1947), Le temps et l’ autre 
(1948) and Totalité et inﬁni (1961) are primarily concerned with the transcendence or self-
transcendence of the self and he presents it as a defence of subjectivity (ti, 26/xiv). In 
terms of the presentation of the question of self-transcendence in Levinas’s work itself, 
it certainly precedes and (in theses three early works) is never eclipsed by the question 
of ethics. The problem of the subject’s escape [évasion] from itself, from the unbearable 
heaviness of being to which it is riveted,1 is resolved in the course of these works in 
terms of ethics or the encounter with the Other. Levinas then maintains that the subject 
only comes into being as ethical subject. For him, ethics precedes ontology, that is, my 
existence only becomes truly meaningful when confronted by the Other. This Other 
paradoxically lifts my existential burden by weighing me down with responsibility. 
Only after the Other has made me into a better person by reminding me of my inﬁnite 
responsibility towards others, do I exist in any meaningful sense of the term. In short, 
to be, for Levinas, is to be better than being. Ethics, in the Levinasian sense, therefore 
does not announce a change that the subject will bring about in herself, like it does for 
Foucault, but signals the subject’s inability to save itself by itself, that is, the subject’s 
absolute dependence upon the Other. So what is the signiﬁcance of being before being 
made better by the Other, that is, the signiﬁcance of what Levinas calls, the existent’s 
economic existence?
Levinas’s earliest three works consist in phenomenological analyses of the existent’s 
coming into being and living in the world. Here the existent’s formation as separated, 
self-sufﬁcient and autonomous subject takes place. He describes this “phase”2 as 
essentially economic and “atheist”3 – thus pre- or non-ethical. It nevertheless serves 
as an essential preparatory “stage” in the deployment of ethical subjectivity. It is here 
that we shall ﬁnd certain structural elements that function analogously to the practices 
of Foucault’s self-caring subject and which will serve to elucidate to what extent self-
1 Even though Levinas seemed to want to forget his earliest work, an essay entitled, “De l’évasion” (1935), it is 
concerned with this theme exactly: the escape [évasion] of the subject from itself. In this essay, Levinas does not yet see 
any solution (the question of ethics has not yet arisen) and it ends with the idea that this attempt to escape is doomed 
to fail.
2 Later it will become apparent why the use of words such as “phase” or “stage”, which suggests some sort of 
chronological progression, is problematic in Levinas. We shall therefore use inverted commas throughout to 
indicate this.
3 The existent is atheist therein that “it lives outside of God, at home with itself; one is an I, an egoism” (TI, 58/29). It 
is not immersed in a surpassing whole, as conceived in the primitive religions of magic and mythology. An independent 
and completely secularised I has gotten rid of all gods and sacred powers; it is atheistic because it is free. Levinas 
elaborates: “By atheism we thus understand a position prior to both the negation and the afﬁrmation of the divine, 
the breaking with participation by which the I posits itself as the same and as I” (TI, 58/30). Here the term “psychism” 
describes an independent interiority which, “without having been causa sui is ﬁrst with respect to its cause” (59/30).
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concern is ethically necessary. Their respective notions can be said to function in an 
analogous fashion precisely because Levinas’s existent too is concerned with self, and 
this egocentrism proves to be a crucial condition – necessary although not sufﬁcient 
– for the possibility of becoming ethical. 
We have seen that Foucault conceives of care of the self as that process whereby the 
ethical subject crafts itself through the internalization of certain self-imposed moral 
codes, which would then serves as an internal regulatory practice in social interaction. 
For Foucault, then, ethics is that relation one establishes with oneself which would 
determine how one ought to act. And how one ought to act is by an extension how 
one ought to act towards others. Care of the self therefore derives its qualiﬁcation as 
ethical practice, in the second but deﬁnitive instance, from its social situatedness. 
If the self was not a self that related to, interacted with and whose actions would 
have an effect upon others, care of the self might have qualiﬁed as an aesthetics of 
existence, but not as an ethics (cf. Foucault 1984a: 7). In fact, according to the Greek/
Foucaultian formulation, aesthetics is indispensable to ethics, that is, without care 
for self there would be no care for others. Similarily, without the existent’s economic 
auto-personiﬁcation through which the I’s separation is secured, the Levinasian subject 
would be incapable of establishing a relation with the Other. As we shall see, however, 
their respective conceptions of economic/aesthetical self-formation part ways when it 
becomes apparent that Foucault’s subject is responsible for and actively partakes in her 
own ethical becoming while Levinas’s existent is completely dependent upon and has 
to passively await the Other’s intervention. 
The existent vs. ethical subject as Other-invoked | In Levinas’s ethical metaphysics 
it is the absolute Other that confronts the atheist existent, that breaks through the 
crust of egoism and interrupts its gravitational pull. For Levinas, the existent cannot 
save itself by itself, salvation comes from elsewhere, from beyond. However, before 
Levinas introduces the Other he directs our attention to a “level of life” ontologically 
prior to that on which the ethical encounter with the other person occurs. He describes 
what may provisionally be termed the “developmental stages” of the existent alone 
in the world. Like Foucault’s ethical subject, the Levinasian existent, in its incipient 
deployment, is also engaged in certain practices that will enable it to become 
independent and self-converted through the necessary care of the self. This essentially 
economic existence takes the form of a living of/from provisional exteriority in the world 
to constitute an interiority. These practices enable the existent to cultivate a certain 
independence which frees it from any fear of future insecurity and allows it to delight 
in itself – to enjoy life. 
In his earliest study, De l’existence a l’existant (ee), Levinas’s primary emphasis falls 
on a phenomenological description of the il y a, which is existence (being) without 
existents (beings), a neutral, impersonal region from which subjectivity is not yet 
differentiated. Hypostasis announces the existent’s inception into being, its separation 
from anonymity followed by its resultant coming into the world: ﬁrst, as a kind of 
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system-unto-itself weighed down by an unbearable materiality, and then as being-in-the-
world economically – primarily caring for itself. Economic existence is characterized by 
needs, the fulﬁlment of which leads to a “life of enjoyment”. The existent is therefore 
dependent upon the provisional alterity of the world but also capable of establishing its 
independence by mastering the elements. However, the egoism of enjoyment is marred 
by insecurity in respect of the availability of the elements the subject depends on. This 
insecurity is attended to by setting up a dwelling. The home and domesticity make 
labour and representation possible and thus provide security through the accumulation 
of possessions. I labour and produce, and through these products and possessions I 
secure myself against the insecurity of the future. Although the dwelling (economic) 
“stage” marks a step forward therein that enjoyment is now secured, it is enjoyment in 
solitude.1 
Levinas sketches an inherent negativity at the heart of our existential condition – being 
mired in a materiality always on the brink of self-implosion and always menaced by future 
insecurity. The existent constantly tries to get free of itself, but its worldly existence only 
ever offers it a partial and temporary alleviation from its existential burden.2 In his following 
two works, Le temps et l’autre (ta) and Totalité et inﬁni (ti), the same themes recur, but as the 
Other makes a more prominent appearance, self-involvement ﬁnally completely dissolves 
in the face of the transcendent Other. It is here through the idea of Desire, interpreted as 
Desire for the Other as other, that the ethical relation – which Levinas also describes as a 
face-to-face relation – has its starting point. It is here that the existent and its immanent 
preoccupations are made meaningful by the transcendent Other, where the egoist existent 
becomes an ethical subject by virtue of a judgement that arrests is egotistical orientation, 
pardons it and turns it to goodness, that is, towards its inﬁnite responsibility. Paradoxically 
it is also this inﬁnite responsibility that lightens its material existential burden.
The egoist existent encounters the Other as a prohibitive law, a law that says “no” to 
egoism and murder: “thou shalt not kill” (ti, 198/172-173). The subject who is constituted 
as subject – who is “subjected” – is s/he who obeys. Subjectivization takes the form 
of subjection.3 In Levinas’s scheme of things it is thus precisely by virtue of a law of 
1 The critical reader might object to Levinas’s characterization of man as primordially alone, objecting that humans are 
rather essentially social creatures. Levinas is not denying that the individual is surrounded by people in the world. These 
encounters with others in the world are part of my economic existence in which they serve to satisfy my needs. Being a 
“social creature” in this sense does not undo egoism. True sociality only comes into being when I encounter that Other who 
imposes an inﬁnite responsibility and makes me aware and ashamed of my egotistical ways. 
2 To understand this we have to understand Levinas’s distinction between need and desire. Our economic existence in the 
world is characterized by needs. To satisfy these needs we reach towards things in the world. This creates some distance 
between the self and its materiality, which s/he experiences as unbearably heavy. However, as soon as our needs are 
satisﬁed we collapse back upon ourselves. Desire, on the other hand, can never be satisﬁed which means that the movement 
away from ourselves towards that which we desire, remains in the beyond. This Desire is only invoked by the Other. In other 
words, it is only Desire for the Other as other, as something we cannot assimilate to satisfy our needs, that will enable the 
existent to escape its existential burden.
3 Later in AE (p. 116/147), Levinas writes: “The self is a sub-jectum; it is under the weight of the universe, responsible 
for everything”.
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prohibition – what Foucault describes as a “juridico-discursive” conception of power 
(hs i, 85/112) – that ethical subjectivity is instituted. However, herein Levinas goes 
beyond Foucault, because the Other is the transcendent Other, “the Most-High” (ti, 
34/4). For the purposes of the argument pursued here, we shall therefore limit ourselves 
to Levinas’s preceding analyses, which he characterizes essentially as economic.
Levinas describes subjectivity as purely economic entity as follows: “Separation is 
accomplished positively as the interiority of a being referring to itself and maintaining 
itself of itself – all the way to atheism! …It is an essential sufﬁciency, which in its 
expansion…is even in possession of its own origin” (ti, 299/275). Levinas depicts 
interiority as a separation so radical one in no way derives one’s being from contact with 
the other. It is to draw one’s existence from oneself and from nothing else. According 
to Levinas, this being is supposedly free to either do the right or the wrong thing. 
However, left to its own devices the separated I will remain so, that is, naturally 
inclined to retain its independence and egocentric pleasures. It does not voluntarily 
turn towards the Other but remains entirely deaf to the Other. In enjoyment, the I is 
entirely for itself – “without ears, like a hungry stomach” (ti, 134/107, my emphasis). It is 
precisely the Other, and only the Other, absolutely other, that initiates the conversion 
or reorientation despite the I. The contented closed system of egocentrism is confronted 
by something it cannot resist, despite its self-sufﬁciency. Thus a transcendent Other is 
needed to save this hopelessly egoist self from itself. 
One is immediately struck by the rigid oppositional structure of Levinas’s scheme. 
On the one hand, we have the economic existence which is completely atheist and 
strictly unethical, and which leaves the existent with no recourse to ethical behaviour. 
On the other hand, we have the ethical existence initiated and sustained by a 
transcendent Other, so radically other as to be impossible to objectify or conceptualize 
in any way. This Other subjects the egoist existent to a law that says “no” to egoism 
and murder and ultimately reduces it to a “bottomless passivity” (ae, 111/141). However, 
it is also through this Other that the existent’s existence becomes meaningful – that 
the ethical subject is invoked. Egoism is thus refuted, but subjectivity is rehabilitated 
(ti, 300/277).
This oppositional structure compels us to ask the same question as we did to 
Foucault: Why would the existent as a system-unto-itself, as completely self-sufﬁcient, 
lacking nothing that it cannot satisfy by its existential praxis of nourishment in the 
world respond to the call of the Other?  As a “hungry stomach without ears”, why 
and how would it be responsive to a call that subjects it and demands that it gives 
up its happy independence? For Levinas it is precisely because we are nothing but 
needy beings, content in our being needy, abstracted to the point of being “hungry 
stomachs without ears” that an intervention by a radical Other is necessitated. This 
intervention happens despite the existent being a contented closed system of egoism 
and as something it cannot resist (ti, 62/33). He insists that the existent is able to 
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respond precisely because of its separation and independence1 in the ﬁrst instance, but 
also, as will become apparent in the course of ti, because it is predisposed towards the 
Other, because it always-already has the idea of Inﬁnity. This is something that the 
Other “puts into” or bestows upon the self to make the self receptive to the ethical 
address. And precisely because it always-already has the idea of Inﬁnity, Levinas 
retrospectively declares the monopolistic economy of interiority an abstraction, albeit 
a necessary moment of human existence.2 Here Levinas argues that “economic life” is 
not a realistic portrayal of the existent’s existence, because the existent is always already 
predisposed towards the Other.
The question is whether Levinas’s description of the existent’s economic existence 
in the world is an accurate description or whether it is an abstraction for an entirely 
different reason? For if we were something more than “earless hungry stomachs”, if we 
were furnished with the slightest potential for ethicality, we would be able to actively 
participate in the ethical gesture of approaching the other person instead of passively 
awaiting intervention by a transcendent Other. We would no longer be condemned to 
the passive participation in a hopeless amorality.
1 According to Levinas, the position of the I consists precisely in “being able to respond to this essential destitution of 
the Other, ﬁnding resources for myself” (TI, 215/190). The only way for the self to be able to respond, is to be an I, that 
is, separated, independent, self-sufﬁcient – ﬁnding resources for itself, that is, taking care of itself. 
2 As we shall see, Levinas distinguishes between the egotistical existent as ileity and the “creature” (the ethical 
subject) as two different structural moments. However, he does not separate them in the latter part of TI. Once the 
existent has been converted into an ethical subjectivity, the movements of interiority and towards exteriority become 
simultaneous. This is why it is problematic to refer to economic existence as a “stage” or a “phase” in the life of the 
subject. “Inner life” or “interiority” is described as an abstraction albeit a necessary moment of human existence, since 
it constitutes the egoity needed for “the interval of separation” and the primordial relation (TI, 110/82). 
SECT ION I :  A CR IT ICAL ENCOUNTER :  L IMITS & POSSIB I L I T IES
Chapter 1: Foucault and Levinas face to face
1.1 Problem and method
The sections to come will be devoted to uncovering the existent’s aesthetics of existence 
which forms the foundation of Levinas’s ethical metaphysics. It consists in the economic 
“self-positing”1 or “auto-personiﬁcation” of the subject (ti, 147/120), that is, the process 
and accomplishment of self-formation which, according to Levinas, serves as the 
condition for the ethical relation. As noted above, the Levinasian subject’s “economics” 
(or aesthetics) of existence plays itself out in his earliest three works. As we know, the 
meaning of the aesthetical in this context is borrowed from Foucault’s late ethical 
turn as it is developed in his Histoire de la sexualité and related essays, seminars and 
interviews of the same period. In Part i we have seen that the later Foucault deﬁned his 
conception of ethics as an “aesthetics of existence”, a highly contested notion of ethics 
centring on the stylisation of one’s life through care of the self. It is the contentious 
status of Foucault’s ethics that was the original impetus for this research, in other 
words it was born of an attempt to defend the ethical status of Foucault’s aesthetics of 
existence which is considered by many critics to be simply a form of narcissism. More 
generally, it wants to gauge to what extent care of the self can help counter our present 
ethical quandary instead of merely contributing to it.2 
This attempt at a defence proceeds ﬁrst by showing that Foucault’s conception of 
care of the self is, in some crucial respects, functionally analogous to the incipient 
deployment of subjectivity in Levinas’s ethical metaphysics. Since for Levinas too self-
formation is a necessary condition for ethicality, the functional analogy serves to clarify 
the disputable ethical status of a concern for self. Their respective notions can be said 
to function analogously, not because Levinas’s existent is ethical, but precisely because 
it too is egocentric. It is precisely this concern for self that proves to be crucial for the 
possibility of becoming ethical. What we shall call the aesthetic moment in Levinas, 
1 In OE Levinas speaks of “self-positing” [se poser]: “The escape we envisage should look to us like the inner structure 
of this fact of self-positing” (p. 57/75).
2 As we have seen in the Introduction, Bauman (1992: 201-204) diagnoses our present ethical quandary as a situation 
in which agents increasingly encounter not a singular authoritative source to which they can turn or appeal for guidance, 
but rather an ever-proliferating “pluralism of authorities”, and in turn are required to take responsibility and make 
choices for their “self-constitution”.
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during which the formation of the separated, self-sufﬁcient and autonomous subject 
takes place, does not make the subject ethical. It makes of the subject a potential 
interlocutor, one who can either respond to or ignore the ethical call of the Other. In 
Levinas, it is the transcendent Other that ﬁnally makes the egoist existent ethical, but 
without its egocentric self-formation ethics would not be possible.
While Foucault’s ethics centres on the self, ethics, for Levinas, is essentially existing 
for another, precisely because it is different from existing for oneself.1 However, of 
its own accord, the Levinasian existent does not exist for another. As a being ﬁrmly 
entrenched in its hopeless egoism, it needs the Other to turn it outward to face its 
inﬁnite responsibility towards others. For his part, Foucault maintains that the subject 
is endowed with an inherent capacity for ethicality which it can actualize through 
care.2 It is care of the self that enables it to care for others. As we shall see, through the 
disciplined repetition of the practices of the self a space is opened for alterity to exist 
as such. By going back to the ancients, Foucault wants to revitalize and reactualize our 
potential and possibilities for ethicality in the present. 
For Foucault, care of the self is thus already a way of overcoming the self-involvement 
and is therefore ethical in itself. It is what enables the subject to help itself. For Levinas, 
on the other hand, the subject’s immanent practices of egoism are not enough. It is not 
enough for he conceives of subjectivity as ethically inept and essentially uneducable – a 
subject, in other words, who cannot save itself by itself. This self is dependent upon the 
Other to make it aware of its egocentric ways and to enable it to be otherwise. Levinas 
seems to acknowledge that the ego or the existent is a split self – both revelling in 
self-involvement and uncomfortable with itself – wanting to get out of existence which 
is unbearably heavy. He also seems to acknowledge that this latter discomfort of the 
subject is also that which helps it to reach beyond pure egoist enjoyment towards the 
Other. What the Other then does, is to uplift the existent’s existential weight and to 
purge it of its egoism. The existent’s egoism does not only prevent its ascension to 
ethicality but it is also the necessary condition for ethicality – a condition which is 
dissolved in the face of the Other.
Foucault and Levinas’s respective conceptions of the aesthetics/economics of 
existence are therefore similar or correspondent in some respects but dissimilar in 
a crucial respect. This dissimilarity arises not from the process of self-formation or 
auto-personiﬁcation as such, but from the way in which they view the raw material of 
this creative process. Levinas conceives of humankind as inherently evil or hopelessly 
amoral or unethical. Foucault, on the other hand, does not believe in any inherent 
essence or nature. For him, the subject is not a substance, but a form (1984a: 12) – a 
form that is educable and malleable through patience, diligence, and discipline. To 
our mind, Levinas’s emphasis on the passivity and receptivity of the ethical subject 
1 See TI, 261/239: “The fact that in existing for another I exist otherwise than in existing for me is morality itself”.
2 This “inherent capacity” does not refer to an essence, but rather to a potential, like a sculptor’s marble has the 
potential to become a sculpture.
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can have potentially disastrous ethical consequences in a world in which subjects are 
increasingly necessitated to take responsibility for their own ethical becoming. The 
second and deﬁnitive step in our defence will therefore no longer rely on Levinas as 
critical yardstick but will argue that Foucault’s conception of care offers a more apt 
nurturing ground for ethicality in a context in which subjects are constantly being 
confronted with conﬂicting and ambiguous moral authorities.
Let us be clear about our distinction between ethics and aesthetics. As we have 
seen in Le souci de soi, Foucault’s conceptualization of an aesthetics of existence comes 
down to a preoccupation with the self. It entails certain practices of self-formation 
(stylization of existence) that are enacted on the immanent level, here and now, with 
the ultimate goal of effecting a conversion to the self (hs iii, 58-65/74-82). According to 
Foucault, stylizing one’s existence is also ethical to the extent that it (1) gives deliberate 
form to the subject’s freedom; and (2) fosters a generous responsiveness towards others. 
The primary and only sense in which Levinas understands ethics has to do with our 
inﬁnite responsibility towards the Other. The ethical relation comes ﬁrst (Levinas 1985: 
77/81) and everything else is subordinate to it. For Foucault, becoming ethical is an 
immanent practice, whereas for Levinas, the ethical conversion announces the moment 
at which “the barriers of immanence” are crossed (ti, 27/xv), because Levinas’s other is 
a transcendent Other, introduced by the personal other. 
However, before Levinas crosses over to the Other side, as it were, he focuses our 
attention on the subject’s self-formation. Rediscovering this “aesthetical” dimension 
of Levinas’s thinking will enable us to critically reassess his early works, which 
are, more often than not, neglected in favour of his mature thinking. It is in these 
earliest texts that the trials and tribulations of the existent’s immanent economy play 
themselves out – without which the existent cannot accede to ethicality. The later 
Levinas subsequently shifted emphasis to ethical subjectivity – stripped of its egoism, 
divested of any semblance of active self-formation that made it functionally analogous 
to Foucault’s subject. 
Our argument will proceed in the following manner: We shall start with the 
end of our story by ﬁrst exploring the consequences of ethicality for the subject as 
Levinas develops it in ae. This detour will show the reader why any functional analogy 
between Foucault and Levinas becomes impossible beyond the extent of the delimited 
works. We shall then go back to the beginning and reconstruct Levinas’s conception 
of subjectivity as it is deployed in his earliest three works in an attempt to uncover 
the aesthetical element. Our analyses of Levinas’s works commence with his earliest 
study begun before the war and continued and written down for the most part in 
captivity: De l’existence a l’existant (ee). Herein we found the aesthetic element to be 
more evident, since Levinas’s primary emphasis falls on the existent’s differentiation 
or separation from anonymous Being and its subsequent economic existence in the 
world. In Le temps et l’ autre (ta), published in 1948, Levinas introduces the Other by 
way of time. It is already a move towards the later Totalité et inﬁni (1961) at which point 
the aesthetic aspects of the existent’s worldly preoccupations become relativized by 
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the increasing prominence of the Other. Herein it is argued that the rupture of the 
egoist I, its reconditioning in the face of the Other, the re-orientation despite itself of 
the for-itself to the for-the-other, is effected by means of a positivity, the surplus of 
ethics. It is indeed accomplished by ways of a surplus rather than by a negativity or 
lack, which the subject would then recuperate or attempt to recuperate. The existent 
as self-sufﬁcient autonomous contented being, does not answer the ethical call of the 
Other spontaneously. It does not lack anything and it does not need the Other. It 
answers the call to responsibility despite its enjoyment and autonomy.1 Something or 
someone beyond itself, greater than it, makes it give up its egotistical life. What the 
Other offers is judgement which leads to justice and goodness. Thus, the existent is 
converted and redeﬁned not because s/he lacked something that the Other can provide, 
Levinas insists, but because of a Desire for what s/he does not need.
Throughout ti a certain ambiguity concerning the tension between lack or need 
and desire can be discerned. There is mention of the absolute surplus of the Other with 
respect to the same who desires him/her, who desires what s/he does not lack.2 Yet, 
based on Levinas’s phenomenological construction of the self in ee and ta, the subject 
does indeed need the Other in the ﬁnal instance to prevent it from “imploding” under 
the weight of its own unbearably heavy materiality. The existent’s separation from 
the anonymous il y a commits it to an isolated existence characterized by materiality. 
In solitude, the existent threatens to collapse under the unbearable weight of its own 
gravity. Living from the world and its alimentary existence is only a partial alleviation 
of this heaviness. Needing to sustain ourselves, we reach towards objects in the world 
and create some distance from ourselves which offers a temporary relief from gravity. 
However, once the need is fulﬁlled, the otherness of the world is transmutated into 
part of ourselves. Nourishment is always a transmutation of the other into the same (ti, 
111/83). Needs are in my power; they constitute me as the same and not as dependent on 
the other (ibid., p. 116/89). And so I return to myself upon satisfaction and once again 
face the threat of imminent implosion. At this point, Levinas makes a distinction 
between need and desire: need is the assimilation of the other to satisfy the self; desire 
is no satiety, but an uncharted future before me. Desire announces the absolute Other 
that will offer me permanent alleviation from my materiality, since in desire I do not 
return to myself upon satisfaction. Desire cannot be satisﬁed and thus the movement 
from the self towards the Other remains in the beyond.
1 It also answers because of its separation since, for Levinas, only an independent atheist I is capable of answering.
2 Already in the very ﬁrst pages of TI, Levinas writes: “The other metaphysically desired is not “other” like the bread 
I eat…I can “feed” on these realities and to a very great extent satisfy myself, as though I had simply been lacking 
them. Their alterity is thereby reabsorbed into my own identity… The metaphysical desire tends toward something 
else entirely, toward the absolutely other. The customary analysis of desire can not explain its singular pretension. A 
commonly interpreted need would be at the basis of desire; desire would characterize a being indigent and incomplete… 
But thus it would not even suspect what the veritably other is. The metaphysical desire… is a desire that can not be 
satisﬁed. [It] desires beyond everything that can simply complete it – the Desired does not fulﬁl it, but deepens it” 
(pp. 33-34/3-4).
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At a certain moment, according to Levinas, a dimension opens in the interiority of 
the I through which it will be able to await and welcome the revelation of transcendence 
(ti, 150/124). At a certain moment, I do not merely reach towards objects in the world 
to satisfy my needs, but I reach towards the Other in Desire. As a needy being, I 
am, paradoxically, a contented autonomous self-sufﬁcient being that lacks nothing. At 
which point do I substitute need for desire and reach beyond the provisional alterity 
of the world to the absolute alterity of the Other? Why does the I open itself up to 
the Other and give up its happy independence? Why not just be deaf to the Other’s 
call that announces only judgement? The ethical relation, precisely because it is a 
relation between two parties, is dependent upon the egocentric I’s opening itself up. 
The I is essential to ethics. Can the I continue its existence without the ethical relation, 
without the Other? Ultimately it will implode under the weight of its own materiality. 
Ultimately, we may ask: Is there an element of need to be found in the relation which 
is primarily based on desire and which the Other initiates?
Thus, schematically, there are a couple of moments to be distinguished in these 
three works concerning subjectivity and its subsistence: 
(1) The anonymous there is undergoes a moment of substantiation: hypostasis occurs 
and the subject comes into being as ileity. It lives in the world ecstatically during which 
the immediate danger of implosion (due to its being mired in its own materiality) is 
temporarily postponed.  
(2) In the next instance, it makes a home for itself – it dwells and thereby retreats 
back into a secure enclosure during which the insecurities of the future and the 
elemental are postponed. This period is characterized by enjoyment. The ecstatic is 
delayed and the self comes to itself once more. This is not a complete isolation however 
– the self needs to sustain itself through labour and property. The phenomenological 
analyses of Section 2 of ti, “Interiority and economy”, describe this concrete mode 
of existence (ti, 107-183/79-158). Since the Same is embodied in the form of the self-
centred ego, who imposes its law (nomos) on the world in which it is at home (oikos), it is 
here characterized as “economy” (oiko-nomia). The independence on the basis of which 
this selfsame is capable of having a relation of exteriority with its Other, the inﬁnite, is 
constituted by a primordial and primitive way of being with oneself characterized as 
“interiority”. As Peperzak (1993: 121) explains, this independent interiority is the basis 
on which this selfsame existent will become capable of having a relation of exteriority 
with the Other. 
(3) In the ﬁnal instance, the self’s purely egoist orientation is reoriented towards the 
Other. Section 3 of ti, “Face and exteriority” (pp. 187-253/161-231) describes how the 
Other, in its concrete emergence as another person facing and speaking to me, reveals 
to the I the injustice of its self-enclosure in an egocentric world. Both appear exterior to 
and independent from the other and thus form a constellation that is not a totality but 
neither a pure dispersion without connections (Peperzak 1993: 121). Levinas describes 
this constellation as a non-relational relation. This relation without relation inverts the 
I’s self-involvement. To be egocentric means that the ﬁrst thing I fear, above anything 
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else, is my own death – my primary concern is my own existence. After the ethical 
reorientation, my ﬁrst concern is no longer losing my own life but depriving another of 
his/hers. The self’s fear of its own death is replaced by a fear of murdering the other (ti, 
244/222). This is the ultimate ethical conversion initiated by the Other despite the self. 
However, in ti Levinas writes: “It is only in approaching the Other that I attend to myself” (p. 
178/153). In the language of ontology, Levinas explains how the face of the Other that 
I welcome makes me pass from phenomenon to being, that is, it gives meaning to my 
existence. It now appears as if I need the Other to properly care for myself. Immediately 
afterwards, however, Levinas stresses the fact that exteriority does not slip into the 
void of needs. Such an exteriority reveals an insufﬁciency of the separated being that 
is without possible satisfaction – a hunger that nourishes itself not with bread but 
with hunger itself, i.e. desire. There seems to be a convergence of need and desire: my 
approaching the Other testiﬁes to desire (initiated by the Other, despite the egoist I), 
but in approaching the Other, I also attend to myself, i.e. I also care for myself. This 
is essentially an existential practice apart from being a metaphysical move towards 
transcendence. On the one hand, the Other person ensures me against self-implosion, 
and, on the other hand, I need the transcendent Other to reveal my autonomous 
egology to be insufﬁcient. The Other makes me realize that my egoist existence is not 
as perfect as I ﬁrst thought it to be. Without the Other’s intervention, I would never 
come to this realization. My eyes would never be opened to the insufﬁciency of my self-
sufﬁciency. The convergence between need and desire is also already brieﬂy referred 
to by Levinas in ee: “Desire is no doubt not self-sufﬁcient; it touches on need and the 
disgust of satiety” (pp. 45/68-69). 
Accordingly, for Levinas too, there is an aesthetics/economics of existence that 
underlies the subject’s ethical responsiveness towards the Other. To be sure, neither 
Foucault nor Levinas consider the self’s self-centred practices to be equivalent to ethics. 
Rather, caring for the self or its egoist economy in which separation is accomplished, 
prepare the subject to take up its responsibility towards others. Foucault’s aesthetics 
of existence hinges on the fact that care of the self conditions a non-violent relation 
towards others (to do unto others as I would unto myself). It is a process in which 
the self actively partakes in its ethical formation, whereas Levinas would argue that 
I ultimately care for myself by approaching the Other. However, it is the Other that 
enables me to approach him, for the Levinasian existent is, by itself, radically unable 
– helpless in the face of its involuntary participation in a hopeless amorality. Without 
the Other’s intervention it is doomed to remain self-centred. 
This beckons the obvious question as to why Foucault’s subject, caring for itself to 
the extent of stylizing a life aiming towards full coincidence, would take up its ethical 
responsibility towards the other? What would make her go the extra mile from self-
concern to an openness towards the other, over and above “needing” the other to aid her 
aesthetic formation? In following the trajectory of Levinas’s thought we shall come to 
the surprising conclusion that it is not the ancient practice of care of the self that falls 
short when compared to Levinas’s radical openness towards the Other, but the other 
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way around. How and to what extent self-care fosters a responsiveness to others will be 
the subject of our conclusive chapter. 
An important issue that needs some attention here is the very real danger of 
ﬂattening the differences between Foucault and Levinas. Whatever correspondence 
can be shown to exist between their respective conceptions of subjectivity is extremely 
precarious and strictly limited to an ephemeral moment at the very beginning of 
Levinas’s oeuvre. In what follows, we shall point to some of the dangers where apparent 
similarities cover over deeper-seated divergences, especially when we venture into the 
very heart of ti and beyond.
1.2 Sampling the differences: Totalité et infini and beyond
The differences between Foucault and Levinas’s respective notions of subjectivity are 
numerous and it will become apparent that a critically justiﬁable analogy becomes 
impossible beyond ti. Even when conducting a careful comparative analysis that 
aims only to ﬁnd those functionally analogous structural elements, situated within 
the boundaries of the delimited works, one still quite easily falls into the trap of 
creating similarities by ﬂattening differences. Let us take the example of the priority 
the respective two authors give to care of the self versus care for others. 
Foucault considers care of the self to be the condition for the possibility of care for 
others – the ﬁrst has the second as necessary consequence. If I care correctly for myself, 
I would, per deﬁnition, care correctly for others (cf. Foucault 1984a: 6-7). For Levinas 
too, the self, in its inwardness and singularity in an instant (ileity), is the condition of 
possibility for the subsequent reorientation towards the Other. However for Foucault, 
the care of the self takes moral precedence in the measure that the relationship to self 
takes ontological precedence (ibid., p. 7). Contrary to this, the Levinas of ae maintains 
that ontology – the intelligibility of being – only becomes possible when, ethics, the 
origin of all meaning takes precedence.1 Levinas already expressed the same sentiment 
in ti: “Preexisting the disclosure of being in general taken as basis of knowledge and 
as meaning of being is the relation with the existent that expresses himself; preexisting 
the plane of ontology is the ethical plane” (ti, 201/175).2 Elsewhere Levinas states that 
“the existent qua existent is produced only in morality (ibid., p. 262/240). Foucault 
maintains that because our relation to ourselves comes ontologically ﬁrst, ethically, 
care of the self precedes care for others. For Levinas, ethics is ﬁrst philosophy (Levinas 
1985: 77/81). This means that being does not precede ethics as a more fundamental 
category, but that ethics, as more originary, is that which gives meaning to being. This 
seemingly absurd contention would mean that before I am myself, I am for others. Let 
us reconstruct the subtleties of their respective positions in an attempt to uncover the 
various divergent layers.
1 See AE, 10/12, 13/15; Bauman 1990: 16-18; Hand 1989: 231. 
2 Also see TI, 43/13: “And as critique precedes dogmatism, metaphysics [or “transcendence, the welcoming of the 
other by the same”] precedes ontology” and on p. 48/18: “Ontology presupposes metaphysics”.
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For Levinas, the relationship to self also comes chronologically ﬁrst, but ontologically 
it is the relationship with the Other, that is, ethics that begets meaningful being. 
Levinas’s theoretical work does indeed begin in an ontological – or in an “ontic” 
– explication of what it means “to be”,1 and in a new analysis of the intentional or 
transcending movement of our existence. These investigations ultimately lead Levinas 
to a region “otherwise than being”, and accordingly, beyond ontology. 
It should be noted here that even though Levinas opposes ontology, in ti he still 
predominantly uses ontological language, which is the cause of much confusion. For 
example, in ti “Being” [l’être] is still equivalent to the originary and the ultimate. In 
one of the conclusions, Levinas states that “Being is exteriority” (ti, 290/266). Here 
he resumes the ontological signiﬁcance of the face (of the Other) as the revelation of 
an exteriority that essentially is authority and superiority and, thus, reveals the “truth 
of being”. Towards the end of this conclusion, however, Levinas calls this truth of 
Being a “surplus of truth over being and over its idea” (ti, 291/267). The latter is not 
yet clearly distinguished from the former. It is only later that Levinas consequently 
rejects the ontological claim that Being would be ultimate by opposing the Good, as 
beyond Being, to it. The overcoming of ontology, which is already underway in ti, 
becomes one of most important aspects of Levinas’s works. However, the text of ti 
itself still uses two different languages, which, in part, accounts for its difﬁculty. In 
the conclusions of ti, Levinas primarily attempts a justiﬁcation of the subtitle of ti: an 
essay on exteriority.2 According to Peperzak (1993: 203), the way this is done could be 
characterized as a plea for another ontology rather than as a defence of a thought beyond 
ontology. These conclusions can even be interpreted as the sketch of a new onto-logic: 
an ontologic of the absolute relation between the Same and the Other (or between 
ﬁnite interiority and inﬁnite exteriority), which should replace the Western ontologic 
of monistic universality.3
Ethics, in Levinas’s view, occurs “prior” to essence and being, conditioning them. 
This is not because the good is installed in a Heaven above or an identity behind 
identities, for this would again fall into onto-theo-logy,4 once more confusing ethics 
with ontology, as if what “ought to be” somehow “is”. Ethics never was or is anything. 
1 Levinas (1985: 38/35) deﬁnes “fundamental ontology” in the Heideggerian sense of the term. Also cf. Levinas 
1987b: vii-ix. 
2 Cf. TI, 303/279: “The present work has sought to describe metaphysical exteriority”.
3 Levinas (TI, 289-290/265) summarizes his book in the thesis that the “social relation” (another name for the 
“metaphysical relation” or “transcendence”) is “the logical plot of being” (in which “Being” [l’être] encompasses the 
universe of beings as well as the beingness of all beings). Also cf. Peperzak 1993: 203.
4 Heidegger has shown that the history of Western thought and culture since its Greek beginnings has been an “onto-
theo-logy”: theology in the guise of ontology. What is truly present is not the manifest unfolding of what is, but a being 
with more being than the passing show of existence. This pre-eminent being – idea, energeia, substance, position, 
concept, dialectic, will to power, will to will – is neutral, impersonal and all-encompassing, an active and transitive “exist-
ing” that makes beings be. It is this Being that grants beings their conatus essendi, their perseverance and maintenance 
in being, and it grants us the openness and the light that are necessary in order to grasp them as phenomena that appear. 
The world is but the reﬂection, the re-presentation of God, substance, transcendental ego, etc. Levinas 
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Its “being” is not to be but to be better than being. Ethics is precisely ethics by disturbing 
the complacency of being (or of non-being, being’s correlate). “To be or not to be”, 
Levinas insists, is not the question. Rather, the question concerns precisely what “ought 
to be”, that which is better than being. What “is” (ontology) only becomes what “ought 
to be”, i.e. ethics only becomes possible when the existent is confronted by the Other, 
and in this sense the social is beyond ontology. The existent’s solitude thus appears for 
Levinas as the isolation which marks the very event of being (as an escape from the 
anonymous il y a), but being only becomes meaningful when faced by the Other (as an 
escape from solitude) (Levinas 1985: 57-58/57-58). 
Ethical metaphysics versus Heideggerian ontology | The thought of Martin 
Heidegger has had a profound inﬂuence on the elaboration of Levinas’s thought.1 In 
fact, many of his ideas either build further upon or constitute a reaction to Heidegger’s 
and can therefore best be understood in reference to the latter. It was Heidegger who 
deﬁned philosophy in relation to other forms of knowledge as “fundamental ontology”. 
In this context, ontology would be the comprehension of the verb “to be”. Levinas 
insists that Heidegger’s thought is still a version of classical ontology,2 a discourse 
about the beingness of beings which cannot do justice to singular beings in their “tode 
ti” (this-here-now).3 For the essence of ontology is the comprehension of things, events, 
etc. by means of a mediation, i.e. by means of a comprehension that perceives or conceives 
them in the light of a third, anonymous, neutral term which itself is not a being; “in 
it the shock of the encounter of the same with the other is deadened” (ti, 42/12). For 
Heidegger, this neutral mediating term is Being: Dasein understands phenomena in 
the light (the “phosphorescence”) of Being and in the space (the “clearing”) opened up 
by it. Seen against the luminous horizon of Being, a being has a silhouette, but has lost 
its face. “To afﬁrm the priority of Being over existents … is to subordinate the relation 
with someone, who is an existent, (the ethical relation) to a relation with the Being 
of existents, which, impersonal, permits apprehension, the domination of existents, 
subordinates justice to freedom” (ti, 45/15-16). 
Ontology, which reduces the other to the same, promotes freedom. This freedom 
denotes the ability of maintaining oneself against the other, not allowing the same to 
be alienated by the other, but to ensure the autarchy of the I. Ontology accomplishes 
this by way of thematization and conceptualization which amounts to suppression and 
insists that ethics only comes into its own with the collapse of onto-theo-logy. For him, the critique of metaphysics 
indeed ends onto-theo-logical ethics, the ethics of transcendental sanction, of other worldly principles and rules. See 
Levinas 1985: 1-3 (tr. Intro). Also see TI, 42-48/12-18 for Levinas’s critique of Heidegger.
1 Levinas discusses Heidegger’s signiﬁcance for his own thought as well as for the whole of Western philosophy with 
Philippe Nemo in Levinas 1985: 37-44/33-41.
2 More than that, Levinas insists that Western philosophy in general “has most often been an ontology: a reduction 
of the other to the same by interposition of a middle and neutral term that ensures the comprehension of being”. This 
tradition is founded upon Socrates’s teaching that rests on the essential self-sufﬁciency of the same, its identiﬁcation in 
ipseity, its egoism. For Levinas, philosophy is an egology (TI, 43-44/13-14).
3 The pages in TI (pp. 45-48/15-18) in which this is argued belongs to the clearest pages Levinas wrote on Heidegger.
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possession of the other. For possession afﬁrms the other, but within a negation of its 
independence. “I think”, writes Levinas, “comes down to “I can” – to an appropriation 
of what is” (ti, 46/16). It would be opposed to justice in the sense that justice involves 
obligations with regard to an existent that refuses to give itself, the Other. Justice 
would thus limit my freedom therein that the shocking emergence of a human other 
will call the spontaneity of my egonomy and egology into question – it will limit 
my egocentrism and convert me into an ethical self. However, in subordinating every 
relation with existents to the relation with Being (the mediating term), the Heideggerian 
ontology afﬁrms the primacy of freedom over ethics. For Heidegger, this freedom is 
not a question of free will; freedom issues from an obedience to Being. But the dialectic 
that reconciles freedom and obedience in the concept of truth, presupposes the primacy 
of the same. As such, ontology renounces exteriority from which metaphysical Desire 
issues (ti, 42-45/12-16).
For Levinas, Western ontology is at the root of political oppression and tyranny. 
It is a philosophy of power and injustice which issues in the State – and in the non-
violence of the totality – without, however, securing itself against the violence from 
which this non-violence lives. And it is this violence that appears in the tyranny of the 
State. It remains a movement within the same before any obligation to the other. It 
does not allow the other to limit this freedom which inevitably issues in violence and 
tyranny. The ethical conversion accomplished through the Other brings the tyrannical 
oppression of power – by essence murderous of the other – face-to-face with that Other 
and “against all good sense”, murder becomes impossible. As such, metaphysics as 
originary respect for the Other, as critique of my spontaneously violent autonomy, is 
the only possibility of a just society. This relation does not, inversely, do violence to 
the I; it is not imposed upon it brutally from the outside. Rather, it is imposed upon 
the I beyond all violence by a violence that calls it entirely into question (ti, 47, 291/16, 
266) – a paradoxical violence that saves it from itself by tearing it from itself, as we 
shall see in ae. 
Levinas thus opposes metaphysics to ontology and claims that Dasein’s Seinsverständnis 
presupposes a non-ontological relation with the other human being (autriu), the being 
to whom I am obligated to before choice or comprehension. Metaphysics respects the 
unique, the singular, whereas ontology is subordinate to it. Fundamental ontology, for 
Levinas, is fundamentally ethical metaphysics. To be is to be for the Other ﬁrst. 
At ﬁrst sight, it would appear as if Levinas is merely reversing Heidegger’s scheme – 
an inversion of the priority of being over beings and a restitution of metaphysics against 
ontology. Levinas does indeed repeat the language of ontology, but he does so in order 
to criticize it – for instance, when he locates “the metaphysical desire” in “a relation 
with being such that the knowing being lets the known being manifest itself while 
respecting its alterity” (ti, 42/12). However, according to Critchley (1999: 74), Levinas 
is also enacting a displacement of ontological language. Since he could not entirely 
exorcise all ontology from his writing, he had to ﬁnd a way to harness it towards 
overcoming it by refuting its ontological meaning. This displacement is evident in 
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Levinas’s use of palaeonyms like ethics, metaphysics and subjectivity. According to Derrida, 
these ancient words undergo a “semantic transformation” in Levinas’s hands (Derrida 
& Labarrière 1986: 71). In other words, Levinas repeats certain ancient words of the 
tradition and in the iterability of that repetition they are semantically transformed. 
Ethics, for example, signiﬁes a sensible responsibility to the singular other, metaphysics 
is the movement of positive desire tending toward inﬁnite alterity (ti, 29/xvii), and 
subjectivity, as he deﬁnes it in ae, is pre-conscious, non-identical sentient subjection to 
the other.
Thus, the Levinasian text is caught in the double movement between a metaphysical 
(in Heidegger’s sense) or ontological (in Levinas’s sense) language of being and the 
thought (or rather the break-up of thought) of the otherwise than Being that interrupts 
metaphysics or ontology. This double movement is particularly evident in the Levinas 
after ti when he comes to articulate this ambiguity as that between “the Said” and 
“the saying” (le Dit et le Dire), between a palaeonymic repetition of the language of 
ontology and a displacement of that language (Critchley 1999).
Anti-humanism and its consequences for the subject in Foucault and Levinas | 
In his earlier historical investigations, Foucault replaced ontology for archaeology and 
genealogy which he then applied as diagnostic tools to reconstruct the cultural practices 
that have made us what we are (Dreyfus & Rabinow 1986: 122). His investigations into 
the power structures that have both objectiﬁed and subjectiﬁed (in the double sense 
of the term, referring both to subjection and subjectivization) humankind, has its roots 
in his critique of the human sciences and humanism. Foucault opposes “metaphysical 
subjectivism”, the modernist form of metaphysics in which human beings themselves 
(since Descartes) have been called upon to play the foundational role, taking the 
place of the medieval God. And thus we encounter the notion of “Man”, the God-
like transcendental subject or essential human nature invoked to provide the ultimate 
grounds for knowledge and action. This is the self that Robert Solomon (1988: 4) 
calls “unprecedentedly arrogant, presumptuously cosmic”. To this “metaphysical 
subjectivism”, Foucault opposes an anti-humanism with his celebrated statement 
proclaiming the “death of Man”, in the wake of the Nietzschian death of god. 
Along the same lines, Levinas (1962: 13) maintains that this transcendental ego is 
“the Same par excellence, the very event of identiﬁcation and the melting pot where 
every other transmutes itself into the same”. For Levinas then, this anti-humanist 
critique of subjectivity clears a place for the subject conceived in terms of subjection 
to, substitution for, and hostage to the other (ae, 127-128/164). By abandoning the 
philosophical primacy of the free, autonomous subject, anti-humanism facilitates the 
emergence of ethical subjectivity. It claims that the subject can no longer support itself 
autarkically; it is, rather, pre-determined or dependent upon prior structures (linguistic, 
ontological, socio-economic, unconscious, etc.) outside of its conscious control. For 
Levinas, the humanity of the human signiﬁes precisely through this inability to be 
autarkic, where the subject is overwhelmed by an alterity that it is unable to master. 
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The subject is no longer the self-positing origin of the world; it is a hostage to the 
world. Levinasian ethics is a humanism, but it is a humanism of the other human 
being – thereby deposing the human being understood as an end-in-itself.1 
Foucault’s anti-humanism is not, as some have thought, an “inhumanism”, a denial 
of human being, but rather a return to the concrete human being existing in the 
midst of this world, an afﬁrmation of human beings in their ﬁnitude. Foucault’s ethical 
turn, his late return to the self is thus not a return to the foundational subject. His 
return to the self is not to discover what we are, but to refuse what we are and to 
promote new forms of subjectivity through the refusal of the political “double bind” 
– the simultaneous individualization and totalization of modern normalizing power 
structures. He rediscovers the means for crafting new forms of (ethical) subjectivity 
in the ancients. It can therefore be understood as a return to the Greek concern with 
the other for the other’s beneﬁt, as in Aristotle’s description of friendship where “these 
friendly relations with one’s neighbours… seem to have proceeded from a man’s 
relations to himself” (Aristotle 1980: 227 [1166a2-4]). Foucaultian ethics is therefore 
not a humanism in the sense that Foucault has never believed in Man and does not 
do so in his late works; what he does believe in and promote, as we have seen, are 
techniques of active and afﬁrmative self-creation. The self is still considered to be 
a historical construct, but now, instead of being the outcome of powers beyond my 
control, such as discipline, normalization and biopower, the self is cultivated through 
care (Foucault 1982a: 216).
Chapter 2: Totalité et inﬁni: in pursuit of peace
2.1 Ethics and/or politics
Another example of the danger of ﬂattening the differences between Foucault and 
Levinas can be found in the fact that, for Foucault, ethics is also inherently a socio-
political activity. His preoccupation with the self is also accompanied with an openness 
toward others, the very thing that sets Levinas’s ethical metaphysics apart as an ethics 
par excellence. The presence of the socio-political dimension in Foucault’s care of the 
self is stressed to defend the ethical status of these practices and techniques which, as 
we have seen, have been described by critics as a form of narcissistic self-advancement 
and a relinquishment of political engagement. Although Levinas advocates a radical 
openness toward the Other, for him society and politics are diametrically opposed 
to ethics. For Levinas, “politics is opposed to morality, as philosophy to naiveté” (ti, 
21/ix). The I/Other relation in the ethical form in which it is cast by Levinas, the I 
facing the Other as Other (i.e. as radical alterity) and not as another I, is pre-social. By 
this is meant that the ethical relation is only to be conceived as a relation of two in a 
1 For the ideas expressed here we are indebted to Simon Critchley’s “Prolegomena to any post-deconstructive 
subjectivity”, in Critchley & Dews (Eds.) 1996: 13-46.
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face-to-face which maintains distance as Levinas puts it – i.e. which avoids fusion 
and reciprocity.1 It is one in which the I is in passive submission to the Other, a 
submission which dissolves with the intervention of a third party heralding the end 
of the ethical relation and the beginning of society (totalization).
It would appear, in the light of what seems to be an unequivocal opposition 
between society and politics, on the one hand, and ethics on the other, that Levinas 
is advocating an impracticable sort of ethics. One might wonder how Levinas then 
views political engagement? Is it necessarily and always an “un-ethical” act and 
can we still change things on a societal or political level and remain ethical, like 
Foucault would like us to believe? How would Levinas view Foucault’s insistence 
upon the possibility of ethico-political engagement?2 After all, the question addressed 
by Levinas in the Preface of ti, which remains the point of orientation in ti, is the 
question of how the violence that seems inherent to all politics (and thus also to 
history) can be overcome by true peace (ti, 22/x). This violence, Levinas explains, 
proceeds not by manifesting exteriority and the other as other, but by destroying 
the identity of the same by making them carry out actions that destroys every 
possibility for action. For every war employs arms that turn against those who 
wield them (ti, 21/ix).
To be sure, Levinas does not reject all forms of politics. He attacks the idolization 
(or “absolutization”) of politics by defending a pre- or trans-political ethics rooted 
in the primordial relation between human beings. Accordingly, he does not conﬁne 
himself to the traditional question of the tensions and relations between ethics and 
politics. For him, these tensions stem from a more radical dimension, from what he 
considers to be the ultimate and “ﬁrst” one: the originary “dimension” of human 
existence and Being as such. ti is an attempt to show that ethics is not just one 
particular perspective since it coincides with the transnatural and transworldly or 
“metaphysical” (non)perspective of “ﬁrst philosophy” (ti, 304/281). Politics might 
ensure and protect each individual’s rights, but politics must always be checked and 
criticized starting from the ethical (Levinas 1985: 80-81/86).
1 Cf. Levinas 1985: 77/81-82: “The relationship between men is certainly the non-synthesizable par excellence… in 
the interpersonal relationship it is not a matter of thinking the ego and the other together, but to be facing”. In this 
context, Levinas uses “sociality” to refer to the face to face of humans in its moral signiﬁcation, but “society” to refer to 
the totality which result from reciprocity between humans that no longer face each other. However, “pre-social” more 
speciﬁcally is meant to mean “pre-societal”. Levinas calls the bond established between the same and the other without 
constituting a totality, “religion”. See TI, 40/10; Levinas 1951: 7.
2 Foucault’s insistence upon the inextricable interwovenness between ethics and politics is especially evident in his 
later preoccupations with parrhēsia, an ethic of truth-telling and care of the self. Parrhēsia literally means “free speech” 
(translated as “franc-parler” in French, and as “Freimütigkeit” in German). It refers to the willingness to speak one’s 
mind, the courage to say everything (from “pan” (everything) and “rhema” (that which is said)), even if the truth is not 
always pleasant. Parrhēsia was addressed by Foucault in the last two years of his life. Cf. Foucault (1983f). Apart from 
this course, Foucault also presented some lectures at the Collège de France on Socrates and the Cynics.
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2.2 Ethical metaphysics vs. politics
The preface of ti introduces ethics by opposing it to war, which is immediately 
connected with the world of politics and history. It is in history that totalization is 
accomplished, writes Levinas (ti, 55/26). For the history of the historiographers are 
written by the survivors and in it particular existences are lost. Here he addresses the 
issue of how politics and ethics are related, a relation that appears to be, more often 
than not, an opposition.
A commonplace view on the relation between ethics and politics maintains that an 
individual’s free will is free insofar as it can effectively distance itself from all forms 
of material and bodily coercion. However, Levinas maintains that this view is naive 
since it denies the possibility of techniques that break, submit and enslave, or corrupt 
any or almost any human will. It is against such naiveté that Levinas maintains that 
the will is essentially unheroic – that it is mortal and susceptible to violence (ti, 229, 
236/205, 212-213). Individual liberty can be robbed of its autonomy and made obedient 
to physical violence; hunger, torture, money and seduction, even rhetoric is capable 
of corrupting one’s heart and enslaving one’s soul so that it no longer cares for itself.1 
Protection against such a loss of freedom can only be found in political institutions 
that urge and sanction the exercise of individual freedom. By obeying objective laws 
and commands, human freedom protects its own liberty.
For Levinas, war is the ultimate form of violence. It is that which undermines the 
possibility of effective morality by suspending the validity of moral norms (ti, 21/ix). 
Harming others, killing, cheating, and lying become “normal” forms of behaviour 
and are even considered to be patriotic obligations. After all, all’s fair in love and war. 
What is more, no one can altogether escape from this violence, which seems to be 
inherent to the world of modern politics, even if the existing antagonisms have been 
harmonized by a temporary balance of powers. 
The classical answer to the question of how to overcome violence maintains that 
reason can justify and found an “objective” organization that preserves and protects 
the freedom of all individuals by applying to them the same universal law – the law 
of reason. By giving up exorbitant claims and by limiting the range of their desires 
through the imposition of these laws on individual subjects, they become members 
of one whole, whose collective freedom and well-being they share. In exchange for 
the sacriﬁce of their egoism, they receive a reasonable satisfaction of their needs. 
Accordingly, the peace aimed at by all politics is based on a compromise of interested 
forces within an encompassing totality under the auspices of universal reason (Peperzak 
1993: 126-127).
However, Levinas is searching for another kind of peace: a prepolitical peace that 
does not result from the calculations of a rational or reasonable compromise, destroyed 
1 This point of view was developed by Levinas in his essay “Freedom and command” – a hermeneutical retrieval of 
Plato’s meditation on tyranny in the Politeia. See Levinas 1987b: 16-18. Also cf. TI, 35/5: “…hunger and fear can prevail 
over every human resistance and freedom! There is no question of doubting this human misery, this dominion the things 
and the wicked exercise over man, this animality”.
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as soon as the balance of power is shaken. Rather it is oriented toward an originary peace 
– one that precedes the emergence of violence. This peace is inherent to the originary 
relationship of unique individuals, a relationship that precedes the constitution of any 
state or totality based on roles or functional deﬁnitions of the participating members 
only. Before politics and world history, there is the original peace of a lost paradise. It 
is not the dialectical counterpart of war (which would remain within the dimension of 
politics), nor is it to be found somewhere at the beginning or at the end of history. As 
originary, “true” peace, it is as much a lost memory as the promise of a future beyond 
all history. Instead of “originary” peace, it can, therefore also be called eschatological or 
messianic peace (ti, 22/x). 
Levinas is trying to show that the only way of taking ethics seriously implies another 
conception of peace – and therewith of politics, ethics, individuality, universality, reason, 
and philosophy itself – than that of the classical tradition of European civilization. 
According to Plato and Aristotle, the art of living an authentic human life consisted 
in the beauty of a courageous, liberal, prudent, and contemplative praxis in which the 
ethical concern of self-realization was interwoven with the performance of political 
tasks.1 However, according to Levinas, the prophetic message of an eschatological peace2 
that would be based upon a fair judgement about the injustice of political history, 
interrupted the “polemology” of Greek philosophy. A new unprecedented conception of 
peace was announced that belonged to a pre- or post-political ethics. Insofar as Western 
civilization accepted it without abandoning its Greek perspective, it became divided 
in itself and hypocritical (ti, 24/xii).3 It did not solve the conﬂict between the “Greek” 
search for truth and the prophetic proclamation of the Good. Modern philosophy has 
tried, with Hegel and Marx, to synthesize both traditions in a secularized eschatology 
by conceptualizing an image of history that would compensate for all human sufferings 
and sacriﬁces by a future of full freedom and satisﬁed humanity (Peperzak 1993: 128). 
1 As we have seen, this relation between care of the self and the necessary socio-political consequences are precisely 
what Foucault stressed and advocated in his analyses of the Greek techniques of the self. 
2 Levinas (1985: 113/121) clariﬁes his conception of prophetism: “Prophetism is in fact the fundamental mode of 
revelation…I think prophetism as a moment of the human condition itself…There is prophetism and inspiration in the 
man who answers for the Other, paradoxically, even before knowing what is concretely required of himself”.
3 Levinas writes in this regard: “…ever since eschatology has opposed peace to war the evidence of war has been 
maintained in an essentially hypocritical civilization, that is, attached both to the True and the Good, henceforth 
antagonistic. It is perhaps time to see in hypocrisy […] the underlying rending of a world attached both to the philosophers 
and the prophets” (TI, 24/xii). In the discussion following his paper, “Transcendence and height”, presented shortly 
after the publication of TI to the Société Française de Philosophie on 27 January, 1962, Levinas comments upon 
this passage: “But it’s the fundamental contradiction of our situation (and perhaps of our condition), which I called 
Hypocrisy in my book [TI], that both the hierarchy taught by Athens and the abstract and slightly anarchical ethical 
individualism taught by Jerusalem are simultaneously necessary in order to suppress violence. Each of these principles, 
left to itself, only furthers the contrary of what it wants to secure”. See “Transcendence and height” in Peperzak, 
Critchley & Bernasconi (Eds.) 1996: 24. 
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Accordingly, Levinas maintains that Western philosophy has forgotten and neglected 
the relation that forms the source of authentic morality, eschatology and peace. This 
relation cannot be absorbed or dialectically integrated by any whole, for it resists all 
synthesis and transcends all possibilities of totalization: “It is a relationship with a 
surplus always exterior to the totality, as though the objective totality did not ﬁll out the 
true measure of being” (ti, 22/xi). It is therefore “beyond” or “before” or “transcendent” 
with regard to the dimensions of politics, economy, history and ontology in its classical 
and modern synthetic or dialectical form. This relation is the original relatedness to the 
inﬁnite. It is in fact the very situation described by Descartes in which the “I think” 
maintains a relation with the Inﬁnite it can nowise contain – a relation with the Inﬁnite 
described as a ﬁnite being having an “idea of inﬁnity”. The transcendent is the sole 
ideatum of which there can be only an idea in us; it is inﬁnitely removed from its idea, 
that is, exterior (ti, 49/20). It relates me, the subject, to the inﬁnite, which overﬂows 
my capacity of encompassing it (ti, 27/xv). The inﬁnite is not the adequate correlate of 
some intention that – in accordance with the Husserlian conception of intentionality 
– would connect a noema with a noesis by an adequate correspondence.1 The inﬁnite 
does not reveal itself in philosophical theses nor in dogmatic articles of any faith but 
rather in concrete hospitality and responsibility with regard to another human being. 
In this sense, Levinas’s idiosyncratic conceptualization of ethics has nothing to do with 
morality and its emphasis on a prescriptive code. 
Levinas’s attempt to “deduce” the principles of a social and political philosophy 
from the asymmetric relationship that constitutes the intersubjectivity of the Other 
and the Same does not concentrate on the participation of human individuals in the 
life and the ethos of a people or nation (as Hegel’s notion of Sittlichkeit implies). Rather, 
Levinas focuses on the question of how the primordial relation of the other to me gives 
birth to my being related to all other possible others. “Everything that takes place 
here ‘between us’”, he writes, “concerns everyone” (ti, 212/187). The answer does not 
contain the principles of a political constitution but rather shows how the dimensions 
of society and politics emerge from the asymmetric relation of intersubjectivity, which 
– as originary relationship – precedes all sorts of universality and community.
In the face of the Other, then, my consciousness is conquered by the revelation of 
the inﬁnite. This conquest is not without violence. Violence, according to the Levinas 
of ti, “consists in welcoming a being to which it is inadequate” (ti, 25/xiii), and to 
contain more than one’s capacity means “to cross the barriers of immanence”, an act 
which “involves a violence essentially: the violence of transitivity”. And it is the idea 
1 Also cf. Levinas 1985: 91-92/96: “I start from the Cartesian idea of the Inﬁnite, where the ideatum of this idea, 
that is, what this idea aims at, is inﬁnitely greater than the very act through which one thinks it. There is a disproportion 
between the act and that to which the act gives access”. Levinas constrasts this to Husserlian intentionality in which an 
interpretive act (noesis) is directed to an intentional object, the noema. There is always an adequate correspondence 
between the noema and the noesis, whereas the idea of Inﬁnity can never fully encompass that to which it refers 
or aims. Accordingly, there is always an “overﬂowing” of the one who has this idea, since s/he contains more than 
his/her capacity.
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of inﬁnity which sustains activity itself (ti, 27/xv). This violence differs absolutely 
from the violence of political war and peace. Whereas the latter is an essential element 
of Western civilization and ontology, the non-adequation of the inﬁnite opens a space 
beyond the dimension of politics, civilization and their history. It is this space that 
enables us to ﬁnally overcome the reasonable order of a tamed but not conquered 
violence that, at any moment, could irrupt again in the terror of systematic destruction, 
unrestrained by the ethical relation. Against all philosophies of “totality” (in which 
Levinas includes not only Hegel and his predecessors, but also Marx, Husserl and 
Heidegger), Levinas wants to show how a nontotalitarian transcendence is possible and 
how its recognition leads to a radical transformation of the project of philosophy.
As we shall see, apart from his preoccupation with Inﬁnity, Levinas spends volumes 
meticulously describing the ﬁnite existent’s egoist existence, its coming-into-being, 
its living-in-the-world, and its care for itself. The existent’s auto-positing is crucial 
because it is that from which goodness issues:   
“It [goodness] concerns a being which is revealed in a face, but thus it does not have 
eternity without commencement. It has a principle, an origin, issues from an I, is 
subjective” (ti, 305/282).
Goodness is transcendence itself, and transcendence is the transcendence of an I. Only 
an I can respond to the injunction of a face. The I is then conserved in goodness. More 
than anything else, ti is a defence of subjectivity (ti, 26/xiv). The ego is absolutely needed 
for the goodness of transcendence. Accordingly, in the face of the Other, subjectivity is 
necessarily present as free and conscious (independent and enjoying) hospitality.1 
Transcendence or goodness is therefore produced as pluralism. Pluralism is 
accomplished in goodness proceeding from the I to the Other. Thus the unity of 
plurality is not produced in the coherence of the elements that constitute plurality, 
but in peace. Peace can therefore not be identiﬁed with the end of combats that 
cease for want of combatants, by the defeat of some and the victory of others. This 
is the temporary peace produced by political intervention. The eschatological peace 
announced in the preface of ti is not possible within the horizons of the historic war 
and peace game. Peace is peace in a relation that starts from an I and goes to the other, 
in desire and goodness, where the I both maintains itself and exists without egoism 
(ti, 306/283).
Before we commence our analysis of the deployment of Levinasian subjectivity in 
his earliest three texts, we shall ﬁrst address the reason for limiting ourselves to these 
particular works. This will inevitably take us to the end of our story, to the implications 
of absolute alterity for the egoist existent, as it is described towards the end of ti, 
but it will also take us beyond ti, to Autrement qu’être ou au-delà de l’essence (ae). ae, 
1 In our critical analyses of Levinas’s thinking, we shall problematize this simultaneity which Levinas insists upon. For 
are independence and enjoyment not characteristic of economic existence in which egoism reigns supreme? And if it 
is, how can it be consonant with hospitality – which in Levinas is precisely a giving up of egoism, a reception of and a 
making room for the Other.
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which was published in 1974, is generally considered as Levinas’s second magnum 
opus. It continues and develops the main ideas of ti and implicitly addresses some of 
the criticisms levelled against the ﬁrst book.1 It is, nevertheless, an independent whole, 
which goes beyond ti by approaching its problems from other perspectives. One or 
two of these perspectives, speciﬁcally on subjectivity, will brieﬂy be highlighted to 
show the reader in what sense this work marks the limit of the analogy between 
Foucault and Levinas. As we shall see, despite recognizing the relative importance of 
the maintenance of the self, speciﬁcally freedom of choice, Levinas consistently favours 
and privileges the Other in ae. 
In this book, Levinas takes responsibility to be the essential, primary and fundamental 
structure of subjectivity. Responsibility is not a simple attribute of subjectivity, as if 
the latter already existed in itself, before the ethical relationship. The Levinas of ae 
maintains that subjectivity is not for itself; it is initially for another – responsibility 
for the Other (cf. Levinas 1985: 95-96/101-102). In other words, here subjectivity only 
comes into being when faced with its inﬁnite responsibility towards the Other. There 
is no self-sufﬁcient autonomous subjectivity preceding the ethical encounter and thus 
nothing that can be said to function analogously to Foucault’s self-caring subject.
Chapter 3: Autrement qu’être: encountering violence
3.1 Ethics as traumatization2
In Otherwise than being or beyond essence (ae), the violence of the encounter with the Other 
escalates to the point of obliterating the I. Indeed, in this work the obsession of the 
Other is portrayed as a traumatization – the Other violates and traumatizes the I. This 
trauma also comes with compensation: while violating the subject the Other frees it 
“from the enchainment to itself, where the ego suffocates in itself due to the tautological 
way of identity” (ae, 124/160). Freedom is thus borne by the responsibility it could not 
shoulder, the responsibility for the neighbour, the substitution as a hostage. Freedom 
is born of being violated by the Other. This ﬁnite freedom is thus not primary and 
not initial, but lies in an inﬁnite responsibility where the other can accuse me to the 
point of persecution, driving me to a state of “deathlike passivity” (ae, 124/159). This 
is how the subjectivity and uniqueness of a responsible ego comes about in ae. It is 
not after an auto-affection of a sovereign ego that “compassion” for another comes 
about, but only in being obsessed by another, in the trauma suffered prior to any 
1 According to Peperzak (1993: 209), AE mainly deals with Jacques Derrida’s critique levelled in his essay, “Violence 
et métaphysique: Essai sur la pensée d’Emmanuel Levinas”. This essay ﬁrst appeared in the Revue de Métaphysique 
et de Morale 69 (1964): 322-354, 425-473, and was reprinted in Derrida, J. (1967). L’écriture et la différence. Paris: 
Du Seuil, pp. 117-228. For the English translation see Derrida 1978: 79-153. 
2 This title is borrowed from Michel Haar’s “L’obsession de l’autre. L’éthique comme traumatisme”, in (1991). 
Emmanuel Levinas. Paris: L’Herne, pp. 444-53. For the English translation see Haar 1997: 95-107. 
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auto-identiﬁcation, in an unrepresentable before. “The one affected by the other”, writes 
Levinas, “is an anarchic trauma… In this trauma the Good reabsorbs, or redeems, the 
violence of non-freedom” (ae, 123/158).
In this conquest, which is also the liberation from our unbearably heavy materiality 
described in ee and ta, the I is “consumed” and “delivered over”, “exiled”, “exposed 
to wounds and outrage” (ae, 138/176), it is a being “torn up from itself” (ae, 142/181). 
Although traumatic and violating, obsession does not inﬂict evil for some evil undergone 
– that is, it is not a counter-terror, an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. Nonetheless, 
here, in my ethical obligation towards the Other, I am threatened and terrorized, taken 
as a hostage, crushed by the height of the inﬁnite in every human face. I am suffering 
a perpetual “bad conscience” – a perpetual fear, not only of the Other but also, and 
mainly, of myself as potential murderer. For the Other comes to deﬁne the self or 
the subject: “subjectivity”, writes Levinas, “is the other in the same” (ae, 111/141).1 The 
uniqueness of the self is the very fact of bearing the fault of another. “The more I 
return to myself, the more I divest myself, under the traumatic effect of persecution, of 
my freedom as a constituted, wilful, imperialist subject, the more I discover myself to 
be responsible; the more just I am, the more guilty I am… The psyche is the other in 
the same, without alienating the same (ae, 112/143). Accordingly, for the Levinas of ae, 
the pre-phenomenal ante-cedence of the Other, within or before or beyond myself, is 
the true meaning of “interiority”. We have no hold over it, we are in passive relation to 
it – a passivity more radical than the opposition between passivity and activity – and 
we can never seize it because it always comes earlier than our consciousness. Interiority 
is anteriority, temporal apriority (Haar 1997: 97). 
Levinas describes this hyperbolic presence of the Other in the subject as obsession and 
proximity (ae, 86-89/108-113). For him, presence is neither the self-possession of the 
present nor consciousness present to itself and for itself, which is associated with the 
imperialism of the Same. The always-already there of the Other cannot be grasped 
or conceptualized – it is preconceptual. Consciousness always arrives après coup, too 
late. The presence of the Other is so primordial and immediate that it does not allow 
the subject to await or welcome the responsibility imposed “(which would still be a 
quasi-activity), but consists in obeying this order before it is formulated” (ae, 13/16). 
Proximity is obsession, constant pressure of the Other in me and on me, an internal 
assiégement which cannot be shown. Obsession and proximity designate the absolute 
antecedence of the Other beneath [en deçà] any manifestation at the core of the subject. 
The Other is pre-phenomenal, immediate presence. Immediacy is also a synonym for 
proximity and obsession: Immediacy is the ob-sessive proximity of the neighbour (ae, 
1 In EI (1985: 108/114-115), where Levinas quotes from AE (pp. 146/186-187), he refers to the subject as “the other in 
the Same, insofar as the Same is for the other… Here the difference is absorbed in the measure that proximity is made 
closer and through this very absorption… always accuses me more. Here the Same, is more and more extended with 
regard to the other, extended up to substitution as hostage, in an expiation which coincides in the ﬁnal account with the 
extraordinary and diachronical reversal of the Same into the other in inspiration and psychism’”.
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86-87/108-109). Any direct contact with the Other – the contact of the caress, or of the 
word [parole] – is obsession, that is, an extreme imposition on me, to me and in me. 
Although Levinas implicitly refuses the psychopathological meaning of obsession, 
his portrayal of the “persecution of the Other” nevertheless suggests a measure of 
suffering and a quasi-paranoid sense of being stalked. He insists that obsession is not 
a pathological modiﬁcation of consciousness, but the very proximity of human beings 
(Levinas 1974: 229). Obsession is neither madness nor voluntary obedience, but is rather 
traumatic imposition, “total exposition to the outrage of the Other” (ibid; ae, 101/128). 
The traumatization of the subject consists in being directly exposed – both internally 
and externally – to an evil that s/he can, must, or wants to suffer from the Other: “I am 
as it were ordered from the outside, traumatically commanded, without interiorizing 
by representation and concepts the authority that commands me” (ae, 87/110). In order 
words, the subject does not because it cannot challenge either the Other’s right to 
accuse and demand or it’s own complicity or guilt. Obsession is not consciousness 
– it overwhelms the consciousness that tends to assume it. “It is unassumable like a 
persecution” (ibid.). The extent of responsibility goes…”to the point of being delivered 
over to stoning and insults”.1 To be persecuted means to be subjected to hostility and 
ill-treatment, being divested of self and delivered over to death (if it comes to that). 
Because the Other is the essence of the subject, the subject is originally guilty, accused 
and even punished without having done anything. 
Accordingly, in my “responding” to the ethical call of the Other, I am necessarily 
and always violated by the Other. However, elsewhere Levinas also deﬁnes violence 
through its opposition to the basic human relations of transcendence – that is, when 
the “I” resists this conquest by the Other.2 Here violence is equivalent to narcissism. 
It does not permit the Other to surprise, to accuse, or to convert me, but tries to ﬁnd 
out to what extent the Other’s freedom can be captured, used, reduced. By implication 
this would mean that I necessarily always ﬁnd myself in the position of either being 
violated by the Other or violating the Other. As the one being violating, I would 
avoid looking at the Other’s face and would seize persons from the perspective of 
universality, i.e. from the perspective of the (other) individual’s absence. On the other 
hand, in the violence suffered at the hands of the Other, I am concerned only about the 
Other’s distress (in the depth of my own self). That is what Levinas means when he 
writes, “persecution brings the ego back to the self”. And this “persecution is a trauma, 
violence par excellence without warning nor a priori, without possible apology, without 
logos” (ae, 197/157-158, footnote 27). 
Would the strange logic of the Other as that which is deeper within the self than 
the self not be obliged to admit that the torturer and tortured are one and the same, 
that the highest good, the ethical command and the greatest evil (to be prosecuted 
1 See AE, 192/110, footnote 24. Levinas here quotes rabbinical thought to explain the extent of responsibility: Cf. 
Rachi’s Commentary on Numbers 12, 12.
2 Cf. “Freedom and command” (1953) in Levinas 1987b: 15-24.
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to death) are one and the same principle (Haar 1997: 101)? Furthermore, how do we 
reconcile the fact that generosity towards the Other is always at the expense of the self, 
that the “passivity of wounds, the ‘haemorrhage of the for-the-other, is the tearing of 
the mouthful of bread from the mouth that tastes in full enjoyment” (ae, 74/93)? The 
painful “tearing out of the gift” (to give and to be wounded) is the Other within the 
Self as originally inﬂicting pain and suffering on the Same, as splitting the self through 
the primacy of its own coming to itself. This idea posits substitution, self-dispossession 
and replacement by the Other. As Haar (1997: 103) points out, the play on the two 
meanings of the Other as both “absolutely internal” and “absolutely exterior” leads to 
a perpetual ambiguity: responsibility evidently has no so-called moral value as that 
which concerns interpersonal behaviour, because it is the essence of the subject. It 
cannot be a communication, or a relation, for it is at ﬁrst an absolutely non-relative 
inner movement. 
If the subject is the hostage of the Other without any possible choice, if the ego is 
herself, deprived of every centre, “possessed by the Other” (ae, 142/181), as what and 
from which place can she answer to and for the Other? If the ego himself already “is” 
the Other how can he still face or encounter the Other? What can he or she still offer 
the Other if s/he has been deprived even of his/her own poverty, stripped of all his/her 
acquisitions? The subject can hardly be expected to be hospitable if she is hunted down 
even in her own home. It seems impossible to call upon an individual to be responsible 
if he is contested in his own identity, emptied even of being someone (ae, 92/117). After 
all, traumatization by the Other entails being consumed, delivered over, dislocated 
– “holding on to itself only as it were in the trace of its exile” (ae, 138/176). The subject, 
originally verging on the point of implosion under the unbearable weight of its own 
materiality, now not only has no relation with the Other, but suffers so violent an 
internal pressure that it explodes, or rather implodes (anyway), melts or drowns into 
the inﬁnite absence-presence or non-relational hyperproximity of the Other.
For Levinas, ethics is ultimately the abolition of any egotism. But can the 
appropriate response to what the Other asks, result from an unavoidable obligation, 
an overwhelming requisition? According to Haar (1997), the premises of this so-called 
ethics – non-freedom, non-reciprocity, non-identity – can lead only to a primordial 
forsaking by each subject of every other. Does not the radicality of the primacy of 
the Other presented in ae call for the rehabilitation of the Same against the literally 
unbearable excess of the Other, against what Levinas himself calls the “enormity” and 
“incommensurability” of the “absolutely Other”? Should we not defend some kind of 
measure that protects the primacy and privacy of myself and yourself? For without the 
balance of the Same, the Other risks becoming more domineering than any Totality 
ever instituted by the Same.
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3.2 Is the subject still the condition for ethical responsiveness in ae?
The validity of the premise that the subject’s economic auto-personiﬁcation is a 
necessary condition for ethicality is limited to Levinas’s earliest three works. In the 
preceding paragraphs we have brieﬂy tried to sketch the nature of subjectivity in ae 
and it has become apparent that here the subject is no longer for itself, but initially for 
the Other. Its very being is deﬁned as substitution for the Other. Its egoist economic 
worldly existence, in which its separation and interiority comes into being in the works 
preceding ae, is no longer of any consequence in ae. Simon Critchley also locates the 
condition of possibility for the self’s responsibility towards the Other within the subject, 
but goes beyond Levinas’s ﬁrst three works and takes ae as his point of departure 
– speciﬁcally the theme of the violence of the Other.1 He uses Freud’s psychoanalysis 
to argue that the subject’s affective disposition originates in trauma. In other words, 
he argues that this affective disposition towards alterity within the subject, as the 
structure or pattern of subjectivity – the subject as trauma, ethics as a traumatology 
– makes the ethical relation possible. 
Critchley ﬁnds much evidence in support of his thesis in the 1968 version of 
“Substitution” and in ae. In ae, for example, Levinas writes: “It is through the condition 
of being a hostage that there can be pity, compassion, pardon, and proximity in the 
world – even the little that there is, even the simple ‘after you sir’” (ae, 117/150).2 In 
other words, the Other concerns me because I have no choice but to be concerned, for 
I am a hostage. Levinas thus tries to capture this disposition towards alterity within 
the subject with series of what he calls “termes éthiques” or even “un langage éthique”: 
accusation, persecution, obsession, substitution and hostage. However, the paradox 
here is that that which this ethical language seeks to thematize is by deﬁnition 
unthematizable, it is a conception of the subject constituted in a relation to alterity 
irreducible to ontology, that is to say, irreducible to thematization or conceptuality. 
Thus Levinas’s work amounts to a phenomenology of the unphenomenologizable, or what he 
calls the order of the enigma as distinct from that of the phenomenon. In other words, 
Levinas is trying to describe the indescribable and what has to be described, stated, or 
enunciated is subjectivity itself.
1 First published as “Le traumatisme originel – Levinas avec la psychanalyse”, in (1997). Rue Descartes, Actes du 
Collogue “Hommage à Levinas, Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, pp. 167-74. An English version appears in 
Kearney, R. & Dooley, M. (Eds.)(1998). Questioning ethics. London & New York: Routledge, pp. 230-242. The version 
referred to here, “The original traumatism: Levinas and psychoanalysis”, is published in Critchley 1999: 183-197. 
2 Critchley also quotes extensively from the 1968 version of “Substitution”, translated by P. Atterton, G. Noctor and S. 
Critchley. See Chapter 5 in Peperzak, Critchley & Bernasconi (Eds.) 1996. “Substitution” constitutes the fourth chapter 
of AE and, according to Levinas, this chapter was the germ of the work. Its principle elements were presented in a 
public lecture at the Faculte Universitaire Saint-Louis in Brussels, on November 30, 1967. That talk was a continuation 
of the lecture entitled, “Proximity” given the prior day, and which was substantially the same text as the study entitled, 
“Langage et Proximité” subsequently published in the second edition of En découvrant l’existence avec Husserl et 
Heidegger (Paris: Vrin, 1967). The two lectures “La proximité” and “La substitution” were given the general title “Au-
delà de l’essence”.
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Critchley goes on to discuss trauma in economic terms, that is to say in relation to 
the metapsychology of the second Freudian topography ﬁrst elaborated in Beyond the 
pleasure principle. For Freud, trauma refers to a massive cathexis of external stimulus 
that breaches the protective shield of the perceptual-consciousness system or ego. 
Trauma is shock and complete surprise. In terms of the Freudian model of the psychical 
apparatus governed by Fechner’s constancy principle, trauma is an excess of excitation 
that disrupts psychical equilibrium and is consequently experienced as unpleasurable. 
In Lacanian terms, trauma is the subjective effect of contact with the Real. It is the 
opening up of the ego to an exteriority that shatters its economic unity. Recalling 
Levinas’s allusion to a “deafening traumatism” (ae, 111/141), trauma is like a bomb 
going off, producing a sudden, violent pain. With the breach of the ego caused by such 
a trauma, the pleasure principle is momentarily overruled. However, the ego responds 
to the cathexis of stimulus caused by trauma with an equivalent anti-cathexis, by a 
defensive strategy that seeks to transform the free and mobile energy of trauma into 
bound, quiescent energy. If the defensive strategy succeeds, then the economy of the 
ego is restored and the pleasure principle resumes its reign.
However, the phenomenon of traumatic neurosis drives the proverbial spanner in 
Freud’s theory. Traumatic neurosis is the disorder that arises after the experience of 
a trauma, such as sexual abuse or a car accident, for example. In clinical terms, the 
neurosis can manifest itself in a number of ways: from chronic memory loss, depression 
and aggressive or self-destructive behaviour to paroxysms, severe anxiety attacks, states 
of profound agitation (compulsive twitching) or sheer mental confusion (shell shock). 
What characterizes the symptoms of traumatic neurosis, like other neurosis, is both 
their compulsive character and their repetitiveness. In traumatic neurosis the original 
scene of the trauma, its deafening shock,1 is compulsively and unconsciously repeated in 
nightmares, insomnia or obsessive reﬂection.2 The subject endlessly attempts to relive 
that contact with the Real that was the origin of the trauma, to repeat the painful 
jouissance. It seems as if the traumatized subject wants to suffer, to pick repeatedly at 
the scab that irritates it. Freud consequently faces a theoretical problem: if there is 
a repetition compulsion at work in traumatic neurosis that repeats the origin of the 
trauma, then how can this fact be consistent with the central thesis of his magnum 
opus, the Traumdeutung, where he claims that all dreams are wish-fulﬁlments and 
are governed by the pleasure principle? The fact is it cannot and with this insight 
1 In AE Levinas himself speaks of the “deafening shock” that is our encounter with the Other. In TI, however, he 
describes this encounter in terms of “gentleness”: “The Other precisely reveals himself in his alterity not in a shock 
negating the I, but as the primordial phenomenon of gentleness…The welcoming of the face is peacable from the ﬁrst…” 
(TI, 150/124). Also cf. TI, 197/171: “The idea of inﬁnity…effectuates the relation…with what at each moment it learns 
without suffering shock” (my emphasis).
2 Freud, S. (1975). Psychologie des Unbewussten, Freud-Studienausgabe, Band 3. Frankfurt am Main: Fischer, p. 
223, 242, 248. Translated as On metapsychology, vol. 11, Penguin Freud Library, Hammondsworth: Penguin, 1984, p. 
282, 304, 311, in Critchley 1999. 
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Freud moves from the ﬁrst topography as Traumdeutung to the second topography 
as Trauma-Deutung.
The dreams of traumatic neurotics do not, then, obey the pleasure principle, but 
the repetition compulsion. And it is the drive-like character of the repetition that 
overrides the pleasure principle and points to a deeper instinctual function than the 
earlier distinction of the ego and sexual drives. Thus, Freud comes to the conclusion 
that there must be a direct link between the analysis of trauma and the introduction of 
the speculative hypothesis of the death drive, and it is this link that Crtichley latches 
onto in his argument.
Levinas himself speciﬁcally refuses the categories of psychoanalysis1 even though 
his ethical language is riddled with terms such as obsession, persecution and trauma 
– not to mention his invocation of “psychosis” (ae, 102/129) and his reference to “a 
consciousness gone mad” [une conscience devenue folle](ae, 101/128). It would seem that, 
for Levinas, psychoanalysis is part of that strand of the anti-humanism of the human 
sciences that risks losing sight of the holiness of the human [la sainteté de l’humain]. 
However, Critchley maintains that it is only by reading against Levinas’s resistances 
that one manages to come to grips with the radicalities of his text.
How should we understand the Levinasian subject as it is deployed in ae? Levinas 
begins his exposition by describing the movement from Husserlian intentional 
consciousness to a level of pre-conscious, pre-reﬂective sensing or sentience. This 
movement from intentionality to sensing, or in the language of ti, from representation 
to enjoyment, shows how intentional consciousness is conditioned by life (ti, 127/100; 
ae, 31/39). Against Heideggerian Sorge, life for Levinas is not blosses Leben, but sentience, 
enjoyment and nourishment. It is jouissance and joie de vivre. Life is love of life and love 
of what life lives from: the sensible, material world. Levinas’s work is a reduction of 
the conscious intentional ego to the pre-conscious sentient subject of jouissance. Now, 
Critchley maintains that it is precisely this sentient subject of jouissance that is capable 
of being called into question by the Other. The ethical relation takes place at the level 
of the pre-reﬂective sensibility and not at the level of reﬂective consciousness. The 
ethical subject is a sentient subject not a conscious ego.
So, for Levinas, the subject is subject, and the form of this subjection is sensibility or 
sentience. He often describes sensibility as “the way” of my subjection or vulnerability 
to and passivity in the face of the Other. ae’s entire argumentative thrust is to show 
how subjectivity is founded in sensibility (Chapter 2) and to describe sensibility as a 
proximity to the Other (Chapter 3), a proximity whose basis is found in substitution 
(Chapter 4), which is the core concept of ae. Substitution – where I am responsible 
not only for the persecution that I undergo, but even for my persecutor, where no one 
1 For example, Levinas begins a paper given at a conference with the title, “La psychanalyse est-elle une histoire juive?” 
with the confession, “My embarrassment comes from the fact that I am absolutely outside the area of psychoanalytic 
research”. See “Quelques reﬂexions talmudiques sur le rêve”, La psychanalyse est-elle une histoire juive? Paris: Seuil, 
1981, p. 114, in Critchley 1999.
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can take my place, but I am ready to stand in for the other, even die for him if I must 
– is characterized by a traumatic, self-lacerating, even masochistic logic. The subject 
that suffers at the hands of the other is also responsible for this involuntary suffering. 
I am absolutely responsible for the persecution I undergo, for the outrage done to 
me (Levinas 1996: 90), and it is this situation of absolute responsibility that Levinas 
describes with the phrase “le traumatisme originel”. Thus, the subject is constituted 
as a subject of persecution, outrage, and suffering through an original traumatism in 
the face of which it is utterly passive. This is a passivity that exceeds representation, 
i.e. the intentional act of consciousness that cannot be experienced as an object, the 
noematic correlate of a noesis. Trauma is a “non-intentional affectivity” that tears into 
my subjectivity like an explosion, like a bomb that detonates without warning, like a 
bullet that hits me in the dark, ﬁred from an unseen gun and by an unknown assailant 
(cf. Tallon 1995: 107-121).
This absolute passivity towards the irrepresentable Other is then later described in 
the 1974 version of “Substitution” as transference, “Ce transfert…est la subjectivité même” 
(“This transfer…is subjectivity itself” (ae, 111/141)). According to Critchley’s reading, 
Levinas here understands subjectivity to be constituted in a transferential relation to an original 
trauma. In other words, the subject is constituted – without its knowledge, prior to 
cognition and recognition – in a relation that exceeds representation, intentionality, or 
reciprocity, that is to say, beyond any form of ontology. Accordingly, Critchley describes 
the ethical relation as the attempt to imagine a non-dialectical concept of transference, 
where the other is opaque, reﬂecting nothing of itself back to the subject. In Lacanian 
terms, it would seem that the subject is articulated through a relation to the Real, 
through the non-intentional affect of jouissance, where the original traumatism of the 
other is the Thing, das Ding. It is only by virtue of such a mechanism of trauma that 
one might speak of ethics. 
If we are to accept such an interpretation of the constitution of the Levinasian 
subjectivity in ae, we can no longer speak of a process of active self-formation or 
of an aesthetics of existence, since in ae, there is no process of auto-identiﬁcation that 
precedes the ethical relation. The subject that comes into being in the face of the 
traumatic confrontation that is the Other is radically passive, radically unaware. It 
comes into being by a process or relation that resists representation and intentionality. 
Paradoxically, this ethical subject is constituted by virtue of its being torn from itself 
(ae, 55/71) – passively torn apart instead of actively taking the bios as a material for an 
aesthetic piece of art (Foucault 1983c: 348). These ancient techniques of the ethical self 
were aimed at optimilizing pleasure through moderation in order to learn how to delight 
in oneself. In ae the ethical relation comes into being as a result of the annihilation of 
egotism. “It is the impossibility to come back from all things and concern oneself only 
with oneself” (ae, 114/145, my emphasis). This I no longer enjoys life, but suffers (ae, 
88/111) – it is out of phase with itself, an identity in diastasis, gnawing away at itself 
in remorse (ae, 115/147). “The condition – or non-condition – of the Self [Soi] is not 
originally an auto-affection presupposing the Ego [Moi] – but precisely an affection by 
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the Other – an anarchic traumatism this side of auto-affection and auto-identiﬁcation. 
But a traumatism of responsibility and not causality”.1 Thus, the subject is constituted 
in a hetero-affection that divides the self and refuses all identiﬁcation at the level of 
the ego. Such is the work of trauma, the event of an unassumable past, a lost time that 
can never be retrieved or recuperated, a non-intentional affectivity that takes place as a 
subjection to the other, a subject subjected to the point of persecution.
Thus, in ae the subject’s affective disposition towards alterity is the condition of 
possibility for the ethical relation to the other. Ethics does not take place at the level 
of consciousness or reﬂection, rather, it takes place at the level of sensibility or pre-
conscious sentience. The Levinasian ethical subject is a sentient self [un soi sentant] 
before being a thinking ego [un moi pensant]. The bond with the other is affective. 
Furthermore, Critchley makes a convincing case in favour of the fact that Levinas 
seeks to think the subject at the level of the unconscious in relation to an original 
traumatism. The subject is constituted through a non-dialectical transference towards 
an originary traumatism.
So how does Critchley view Levinasian ethical subjectivity from the perspective 
of the second Freudian topography? As a result of the traumatism of persecution, the 
deafening shock or the violence of trauma, the subject becomes an internally divided 
or split self. It becomes an interiority that is radically non-self-coincidental, a subject 
lacerated by contact with an original traumatism that produces a scarred interiority 
inaccessible to consciousness and reﬂection, a subject that wants to repeat compulsively 
the origin of the trauma. According to Levinas, this subject as a recurrence of trauma is 
open to death – open to the passive movement of dying itself [le mourir même], dying as 
the ﬁrst opening towards alterity, the impossibility of possibility as the very possibility 
of the ethical subject.2
The Levinasian subject is a traumatized self, a subject that is constituted through 
a self-relation that is experienced as a lack, where the self is experienced as the very 
source of what is lacking from the ego. But precisely because it is unconsciously 
constituted through the trauma of contact with the Real, can we speak of goodness, 
transcendence, compassion, etc. Without trauma, then, there would be no ethics in 
Levinas’s particular sense of the word. At this point, Critchley ventures so far as to 
generalize this structure to the point of concluding that without a relation to trauma, 
or at least without a relation to that which claims, commands, interrupts and questions 
the subject to the point of radically redeﬁning it, there would be no ethics, neither an 
ethics of phenomenology, nor an ethics of psychoanalysis. Without a relation to that 
which summons the subject, a summons that is experienced as a relation to a Good in a 
way that exceeds the pleasure principle and any promise of happiness (any eudaimonism), 
1 This passage is quoted from the 1968 version of “Substitution” in Peperzak et.al. (Eds.) 1996: 93-94.
2 Later we shall explain more fully Levinas’s conception of death as the “impossibility of possibility”. This is an inversion 
of Heidegger’s notion of being-toward-death as the most authentic potentiality-for-being. Heidegger calls this the 
“possibility of impossibility” whereas Levinas does not see it as the potential for living an authentic life, but rather as the 
very anticipation of my impotence.
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there would be no ethics. And without such a relation to ethical experience – an 
experience that is strictly inassumable and impossible, but which yet heteronomously 
deﬁnes the autonomy of the ethical subject – justice would not be possible. 
Chapter 4: Back to the beginning
Why have we taken such a detour before turning to Levinas’s “aethetics”? There are two 
reasons: ﬁrst, to show that despite crucial differences between Foucault and Levinas’s 
thinking, care of the self and economic auto-positing can be shown to function in an 
analogous fashion. Furthermore, attention to some of these differences have helped 
us to ﬁnd the limits of a critically justiﬁable functional analogy and to identify the 
speciﬁc parts of their respective oeuvres in which such an analogy might be pursued. 
This functional analogy will serve to show that the subject’s self-formation or auto-
personiﬁcation is indispensable for the possibility of becoming ethical. 
To be sure, Foucault and Levinas’s respective notions of ethical subjectivity are 
incomparable. We are not attempting a comparison, but rather a functional analogy 
of the later Foucault’s ethical subject (aesthetics of existence) and Levinas’s early egoist 
existent (economics of existence). In order to do this we had to demarcate the limits 
where their respective notions of subjectivity can be said to “coincide” as structures 
that serve to hone the egoist subject for its ethical responsiveness towards others. In 
other words, relating to provisional alterity in an economic/aesthetic way hones the 
existent for ultimately being able to relate to the absolute alterity of the other person.
Foucault maintains that if I care correctly for myself, I would, per deﬁnition, care 
correctly for others. However, care of the self comes ﬁrst and the ancient practice of care 
was considered ethical in itself – since it is a process through which the individual’s non-
ethical impulses are mastered – apart from any of its social or political consequences. 
For the later Levinas, on the other hand, ethics, as a relationship with the Other, is 
that which gives my being as existent meaning. Ethics is ﬁrst philosophy – it is the 
ethical relationship that is ontologically prior or fundamental. Ethics’ “being” is what 
“ought to be” or how to be better than being. Levinas’s early theoretical work, which 
shall be critically analysed in the sections to come, is indeed an ontological analysis 
of what it means to be an existent. However, when the existent encounters the Other, 
Levinas’s thought goes beyond ontology. The overcoming of ontology, which is already 
underway in ti, becomes one of the most important aspects of Levinas’s works. This 
has lead to an inevitable confrontation with Heideggerian ontology. Levinas’s entire 
project of developing an ethical metaphysics can be seen as a reaction to and a move 
beyond Heidegger’s fundamental ontology. For this reason, Heidegger is used as 
critical reference point throughout our exposition to elucidate Levinas’s thought. For 
Levinas, Western ontology is at the root of political oppression and tyranny since it 
inevitably reduces all otherness to the same. To be sure, ontology does issue in the 
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non-violence of totality, but ontology remains a movement within the same before any 
obligation to the other. Thus there is a more primordial violence underlying totality 
which disregards, negates or violates any form of alterity. Metaphysics, as originary 
respect for the Other, is the only way to counter this violence and the only possibility 
of a just society, according to Levinas. 
Foucault’s own reaction against the foundationalist approach of Western ontology 
has led him to a critique of humanism which considered the God-like transcendental 
subject or essential human nature to provide the ultimate grounds for knowledge 
and action. Foucault’s historical analyses sought to excavate the structures of Western 
ontology that have continually negated the other, the marginal ﬁgure, through dividing 
practices, normalization and power/knowledge structures. In this way, Foucault’s anti-
humanism is a return to the concrete human being existing in the midst of this world, 
afﬁrmed in its ﬁnitude. Foucault’s late ethical turn, or return to the self, is not an 
attempt to recuperate the foundational subject, but precisely to promote new forms 
of subjectivity through the refusal of those subjugating identities imposed by modern 
normalizing power structures.
For Levinas, this anti-humanist critique of subjectivity clears a place for the subject 
conceived in terms of substitution for the other. It does not pose a threat to ethical 
subjectivity but creates a space for the latter by abandoning the philosophical primacy 
of the free, autonomous subject.
At this point, we confronted the differences between Foucault and Levinas’s 
respective opinions on politics and society, and speciﬁcally the relation between 
ethics and politics. Foucault stresses the presence of the socio-political dimension in 
the Greek practice of care of the self, which supposedly induced a relinquishment of 
political engagement. Indeed, the later Foucault advocated the possibility of ethico-
political engagement. 
Although Levinas’s ethical metaphysics presupposes a radical openness towards the 
other person, for him, society and politics are diametrically opposed to ethics. Society 
as a form of totalization in which individuals are alongside each other, fused into a 
reciprocal relationship, is something entirely different from the ethical relationship 
in which individuals face each other. He maintains that there is a violence inherent 
to all forms of politics that ignores the other and destroys the identity of the same by 
making them carry out actions that destroy every possibility for action. Levinas’s ethical 
metaphysics appears to be a rather impracticable sort of ethics, since it is limited to the 
primordial relationship between the self and the other person, and dissolves beyond 
this “society of two”.
Upon closer investigation, it became evident that Levinas does not conﬁne himself 
to the traditional question of the tensions between ethics and politics. He defends a pre- 
or trans-political ethics rooted in the primordial relationship between human beings. 
It is not that all forms of politics are necessarily bad, for politics often serve to ensure 
each individual’s rights, but politics is fallible. It protects against the ultimate form 
of violence, that is, against war, through temporary and often very precarious peace 
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agreements that can be overturned at any time. For the peace aimed at by politics is 
based on a compromise of interested forces within an encompassing totality under the 
auspices of universal reason. Within such a system, each individual is reduced to an 
instance of universal reason, and their individuality is negated. Contrary to this, Levinas 
advocates a prepolitical originary peace which is inherent to the original relationship of 
unique individuals, a relationship that precedes the constitution of any state or totality 
based on roles or functional deﬁnitions of the participating members only. Thus the 
interpersonal relationship I establish with the Other, I must also establish with other 
men. On the one hand, my original relationship with the Other is the prototype of 
all social relationships, and on the other hand, there is a necessity to moderate this 
privilege of the Other, from whence comes justice. And the justice exercised through 
institutions, must always be kept in check by the initial interpersonal relation.
However, Levinas goes beyond Foucault therein that he maintains that Western 
philosophy has forgotten the relation that forms the source of authentic morality and 
peace. This is a relation with a surplus always exterior to any totality, and is therefore 
“beyond” or “before” or “transcendent” with regard to the dimensions of politics, 
economy, history and ontology in its classical and modern forms. This relation is the 
original relatedness to the inﬁnite, to that which overﬂows my capacity of encompassing 
it. I am confronted by the Inﬁnite in the face of another person. This confrontation with 
the transcendent Other takes the subject beyond “the barriers of immanence” – and 
beyond any functional analogy with Foucault’s ethical subject. This confrontation 
is violent therein that the egoist orientation of the Levinasian existent is radically 
redeﬁned, judged and pardoned. For Levinas, the violence of the ethical reorientation 
ultimately founds the originary peace beyond the temporary peace established through 
politics. Had the existent not been able to posit itself as fully separate and self-sufﬁcient, 
it would not have been possible to establish the ethical relationship with the Other. In 
fact, Levinas maintains that goodness itself issues from the existent. Only a separated 
autonomous self-sufﬁcient I can respond to the injunction of a face. In this relation 
that starts from an I and goes to the other, true peace is established where the I both 
maintains itself and exists without egoism.
When we look at the analyses of ae however, the I’s economic existence is no 
longer maintained. The I is no longer egocentric, but subjected to the Other to the 
point of substitution. In fact, it only comes into being as substitute for the Other. 
Responsibility for the Other is the fundamental structure of subjectivity. Here ethics 
do not supplement a preceding existential base; the very node of the subjective is 
knotted in ethics understood as responsibility. Responsibility is not a simple attribute 
of subjectivity, as if the latter already existed in itself, before the ethical relationship. 
In ae, subjectivity is not for itself; it is initially for another (Levinas 1985: 95/101). 
There is thus no subject left in ae, which might be said to be functionally analogous 
to Foucault’s ethical subject. Our emphasis on Levinas’s earliest texts precisely aims to 
generate a more compelling reading and to problematize his later move away from an 
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aesthetics/economics of existence, which nevertheless remains the very foundation of 
any possibility of becoming ethical.
Accordingly, it is primarily in the interstice between Levinas’s existent assuming 
existence as its own and its coming face-to-face with the Other that we shall ﬁnd 
common ground with Foucault’s ethical subject. For the Levinas up until ti, the radical 
shift towards the Other, the ﬁxation on the Other that follows, is despite the Self, but 
never at the expense of the Self. On the contrary, the Other is shown to offer the Self 
salvation, to save it from its Other-reductive egoism – something which it cannot do 
by itself for the Levinasian existent is ethically incapacitated. The Other comes both 
from on high and from an unassuming plane of humbleness as the poor, the widow 
and the orphan.1 It cannot be ignored and yet uses no force and does no violence, at 
least not until ae. The self is maintained, but radically redeﬁned to become other than 
being-for-itself despite itself. It is this redeﬁnition in the face of the Other that makes 
further comparison with Foucault’s ethical subject impossible, since the transcendent 
Other introduces a vertical dimension into the ethical relation. The immanent process 
of auto-personiﬁcation that Levinas advocates as the necessary condition for the ethical 
conversion is abolished and substituted for Other-invocation. This Other-invoked self 
is no longer the self it was before. It is no longer anything like Foucault’s self-caring, 
self-creating self. What is now the greatest mark of distinction between Foucault and 
Levinas’s respective conceptions of ethical subjectivity is the stark contrast between the 
activity of the former and bottomless passivity of the latter. 
Levinas constructs a subjectivity that, to a certain crucial extent, is “susceptible” 
to the call of the Other. This reorientation of the egoist I toward being-for-the-Other 
is initiated by and accomplished as a result of the transcendent Other’s address. The 
existent is responsive to the Other, but not responsible for its own salvation – it comes 
from elsewhere. The egoist I is, from the moment of its inception, an ambivalent 
existent – both free and immersed in worldly enjoyment, but never free without the 
accompanying responsibility. It becomes something out of the nothing of the there 
is, but it is immediately mired in its own unbearably heavy materiality. Being-in-
the-world, being ec-statically towards objects and nourishments in the world partially 
alleviates the existent’s unbearable heaviness and creates some distance between the 
self and the ego. Yet the danger of inevitable self-implosion remains and it is only 
the radical alterity of the Other that can alleviate the self’s condition and give it time. 
Time brings hope of a new beginning in which the deﬁnitiveness of the existent’s 
taking position and taking up being is uplifted.
In what follows we shall uncover the aesthetic moment in Levinas’s incipient 
construction of subjectivity. It would be situated in the very ﬁrst moments of the 
existent’s inception in being – in its inwardness; its economic being-in-the-world; its 
1 Also cf. TI, 251/229: “The Other qua Other is situated in a dimension of height and of abasement – glorious 
abasement; he has the face of the poor, the stranger, the widow, and the orphan, and, at the same time, of the master 
called to invest and justify my freedom”.
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alimentation and care of the self before its transcendence towards the Other. We shall 
therefore have to go back to the very beginning of our story. We now know what 
happens beyond ti and why these analyses, although crucial to Levinas’s oeuvre, fall 
beyond the scope of a functional analogy with Foucault. Levinas’s subjectivity becomes 
something completely incomparable to Foucault’s ethical subject. It is no longer 
egocentric, but only comes into being as substitute for the Other. The self and the 
Other merge. At a certain point in ti, the self still attended to itself by approaching 
the Other. Now, the self has substituted itself for the Other to the extent of sacriﬁcing 
itself. By going back to ee and ending with ti, we shall trace the deployment of 
the Levinasian subjectivity. This deployment can be divided into four subsections: (1) 
what precedes existents; (2) the existent’s appearance; (3) the nature of the existent’s 
life in the world and its death, that is, its present and its future; and ﬁnally, (4) the 
existent’s reorientation towards the Other or its conversion from egocentrism to ethics. 
The aesthetical aspects of the Levinasian subjectivity are primarily to be found in 
part 2 and 3. These sections represent the existent’s economics of existence that will 
prove to be functionally analogous to Foucault’s subject caring for itself. Part 4, as 
we now know, announces the point at which their ways part – where Levinas’s initial 
phenomenology of the Self develops into a philosophy of the Other. We shall discover 
that it is precisely by virtue of its separation and incipient egocentric existence that the 
existent – as a hungry stomach without ears” (ti, 134/107) –  is ﬁnally able to “hear” 
the ethical call of the Other. 
SECT ION I I :  LEV INAS’S DEPLOYMENT OF SUBJECT IV IT Y
Chapter 1: Being without beings or the il y a (there is before being there)
When Levinas commenced his ontological analyses he was heir to a tradition of 
existential philosophy which proposed that ex-istence is man’s essence. The human 
mental sphere was believed to be more than some subsistent core subject to external 
inﬂuences and supporting effects and affects. It was conceived as an intentional or 
ecstatic movement. Husserl maintained that our existence is teleologically oriented 
toward presence, while for Heidegger, it is a concern for the world. Humankind does not 
simply pursue its destiny in the world; articulating a world is its destiny. This ecstatic 
movement articulates a world – it opens a clearing upon which a ﬁeld of entities takes 
form. Herewith existential anthropology becomes not just a transcendental inquiry, 
but ontology: beings ex-isting into the world cannot be categorized in the same sense 
as the mundane objects and objectives of their movements; it is the way they have 
being that is distinctive. Heidegger’s Sein und Zeit set out to analyse the different ways 
of being characteristic of beings within the world so as to be able to explicate the 
meaning of being in general. He came to the conclusion that Being is not a substance 
but a verb designating an event. The separation of entities into beings existing unto the 
world and beings that are within the world occurs from within Being – the separating 
is internal to Being and is its work.
When Levinas went to Freiburg (Breisgau) in 1928 to follow Husserl’s teaching, he 
discovered Heidegger, and more speciﬁcally Sein und Zeit (1927). In fact, his admiration 
for Heidegger was above all an admiration for Sein und Zeit. According to Levinas, 
this book’s analyses of anxiety, care and being-toward-death were a supreme exercise 
of phenomenology which focused on humankind’s being or existing, not its nature. 
What has been called existentialism, Levinas continues, has certainly been determined 
by Sein und Zeit. Heidegger himself scoffed at this existentialist signiﬁcation being 
given to his book; human existence interested him only as the “place” of fundamental 
ontology. Levinas nevertheless maintains that these analyses of existence determined 
the analysis which later became known as “existentialist” (Levinas 1985: 39-40/35-37).
Heidegger’s inﬂuence is evident in Levinas’s interpretation of Husserl as proposed in 
his dissertation, La théorie de l’intuition dans la phénoménologie de Husserl1 which appeared 
1 Paris: Alan, 1930; 2nd and 3rd eds., Vrin, 1963 and 1970. English translation by A. Orianne (1973). 
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in 1930, and for many years Levinas would be an outstanding interpreter of Sein und 
Zeit. However, Heidegger’s collaboration with the Nazis and his rectoral address of 
1933 were a turning point for the young Levinas. Although he always continued to see 
his mentor as the greatest philosopher of our century, from then on Levinas developed 
a critical attitude towards Heidegger. Levinas’s own phenomenology was introduced 
in a small book with the programmatic and provocative title, Existence to existents, 
published upon his return to Paris after the war in 1947.1 The title announces a reversal 
of Heidegger’s enterprise.2 Whereas the latter started from a reﬂection on beings 
(Seiendes, l’étant, or l’existant) in order to discover Being (das Sein, l’essence, or l’existence), 
Levinas described the way of truth as a movement from “essence” or “existence” (Sein) 
to “existents” (Seiendes). In the Introduction to ee, Levinas describes his relationship 
to Heidegger: “If at the beginning our reﬂections are in large measure inspired by the 
philosophy of Martin Heidegger, where we ﬁnd the concept of ontology and of the 
relationship which man sustains with Being, they are also governed by a profound 
need to leave the climate of that philosophy, and by the conviction that we cannot 
leave it for a philosophy that would be pre-Heideggerian” (ee, 19/19). Some time later, 
Jean Wahl, professor at the Sorbonne, invited Levinas to give talks at the lecture series 
organized by Wahl under the name Collège Philosophique. There Levinas presented a 
series of four lectures on “Time and the Other”, published one year later in 1948 as Le 
temps et l’Autre [ta] (Peperzak 1993: 4-5).
ee as well as the later ta are structured around the idea of Being in general (in 
its impersonality) from which the notion of the present is considered, as well as, and 
especially the position in which a being (subject or existent) arises in impersonal Being. 
Levinas observes that Heidegger takes as given the fact that there are beings, in order 
to study the sense of this “there are”, this being that they have or that holds them. 
Heidegger does not, however, explain or describe the formation of existents within 
existence. For his part, Levinas performs a kind of ontical discourse to elucidate the 
event, i.e. hypostasis by which substrates, terms, identities, take form in existence.3 
Existence (Being) precedes existents (beings), but “a being” cannot be isolated from 
Being. It is. In order for it to be it has to establish a certain relationship with existence, 
that is, it has to assume its existence. An existent is a term which has its existence, 
determines its existence. However, of itself Being refuses the personal form (ee, 18/18). 
It therefore needs to be explained how an existent receives its existence, contracts it as 
its own, and thereby becomes an existent. This existent is the ego, whose essence it is 
to be – for itself – the same. For Levinas, contracting this existence is not synonymous 
1 As noted before, EE was preceded by a thematic essay, “De l’évasion” (“On evasion”) which introduced the main 
lines of the problematics which will preoccupy him for most of his life. “De l’évasion” was published in Recherches 
Philosophiques 5 (1935-36): 373-92, and republished, with a letter from Levinas and an introduction and notes by J. 
Rolland in book form by Fata Morgana (Montpellier, 1982).
2 The actual English title, Existence and existents loses the sense in which the title of De l’existence à l’existant 
itself articulates this reversal.
3 See especially EE, 17-18/15-17; 82-83/139-142.
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with the relationship with a world; it is antecedent to the world (ee, 21/26). I am ﬁrst, 
before being-in-the-world. 
This conception is clearly contrary to Heidegger’s conception of Dasein. The 
Heideggerian notion of Dasein is the particular kind of being through whom Heidegger 
inquires about Being. Dasein is different from other being therein that it is “ontological”. 
It is concerned with the nature of its own being, of what it is and what its existence 
means. Dasein literally means “being there” and refers to always already having been 
thrown into the world, into a world that preceded it. For Levinas, on the other hand, 
before “being there”, there is some anonymous ﬁeld of forces that precedes beings. There 
is Being without beings, and this is the true starting point of Levinas’s deployment 
of subjectivity.
In the following subsections we shall trace the course of Levinas’s early 
phenomenological analyses, starting with that which precedes beings and reconstructing 
what it means to transcend this impersonal Being, i.e. to be an isolated existent ﬁrst in 
itself, and then in the world. This is followed by another transcendent “move” toward 
the Other, a move initiated by the Other by which the existent escapes its solitude 
and is radically reconstituted by this confrontation with the Other, expounded upon 
in more detail in ta. 
1.1 Fear of being versus fear for being
What Levinas is trying to grasp in his ﬁrst ontological analyses is the elusive distinction 
between that which exists and its existence itself. The verb “to exist” remains empty 
and only becomes intelligible in its participle, the existent, that which exists. Being is 
thus the fact that one is, but also the fact that there is. Who or what is takes up this 
existence by existing already. The relation between beings and Being does not link up 
two independent terms. A being cannot be isolated from Being. It is. Yet, there is an 
instant, according to Levinas, during which a being, a substantive is posited in the pure 
verb of Being, in Being in general (ee, 17/15). This ontological event whereby the subject 
contracts his/her identity, the formation of an existent Levinas calls, hypostasis. Levinas 
thus distinguishes between there is (Being)1 and an existent’s being there. 
As we have seen, Heidegger too distinguishes between Sein and Seiendes, Being and 
beings, but does not separate the existent from its work of existing as Levinas does.2 In 
Heidegger, existing is always possessed by someone, the existent, a coupling expressed 
by his term Jemeinigkeit.3 Geworfenheit,4 or the fact of being-thrown-into-the-world 
1 Levinas ﬁrst coined the idea in an article entitled, “There is: Existence without existents”, originally published in 1946 
in Deucalion (Cahiers de Philosophie), I, 141-154. It was subsequently incorporated into the Introduction and Chapter 
3, section 2 of EE. The English translation is published in Hand (Ed.) 1989: 29-36. It is considered by Blanchot to be one 
of Levinas’s most fascinating propositions, and it recurs in TA, TI and Difﬁcult freedom (1990)[1949].
2 For comments on this sentence, and an important analysis and “semiotic critique” of much else in Levinas, see 
Derrida 1978: 79-153. 
3 Jemeinigkeit literally means “mineness”. See, for example, Heidegger 1962: 68.
4 Ibid., pp. 174, 223, 330-333.
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expresses the very dereliction or desertion characteristic of the existent thrown, as 
it were, into its existence which, for Heidegger, necessarily precedes it. This suggests 
that existence is somehow independent of the existent, and that the existent that ﬁnds 
itself thrown there will never master existence. S/he is not empowered by existence, 
but overpowered by it and therefore experiences desertion and abandonment. Thus, for 
Heidegger, Sein signiﬁes a generosity, a conferral of truth, whereas Dasein is necessarily 
always forsaken, never fully at home in the world, always dislocated and “out of 
joint”. Heidegger goes on to take this condition of Heimatlosigkeit or Unheimlichkeit 
(uncanniness)1 as our constitutive, primordial condition, the very horizon of our being. 
This very dislocation grounds man’s ec-static opening to the world. As he emphasized 
in Sein und Zeit, however, the fact that there is no Sein (being) without Dasein (being-
there) does not mean that if Dasein were to disappear, no things would remain. Entities 
would continue to be, but they would not be disclosed within a horizon of meaning 
– there would have been no world. This is why Heidegger speaks of Dasein and not 
of man or subject: a subject is outside the world and then relates to it, generating the 
pseudo-problems of the correspondence of our representations to the external world, 
etc.; man is an entity inside the world. Dasein, in contrast to both of them, is the ec-
static relating to the entities within a horizon of meaning, which is in advance “thrown” 
into the world, in the midst of disclosed entities.
Heidegger’s notion of beings being thrown into that which precedes them, leads 
Levinas to the idea of an existing that occurs without us, without existents. At the 
same time, however, Levinas admits that it is only the existent that can exist (existing 
does not exist). The impersonality of the there is, of existence without existents, is 
neither nothingness (even though there is nothing) nor an event of being. Levinas 
sometimes refers to this horrible non-sense as the “excluded middle” [le tiers exclu] 
(Levinas 1985: 48/47). His analyses of certain modalities of being in ee and ta, such 
as fatigue, indolence, insomnia and effort show a dread before being, an impotent 
recoil, an evasion – the exigency of wanting to escape this horror (ibid., p. 51/49).2 
This is accomplished through hypostasis whereby anonymous being loses its there is 
character. Contrary to Dasein’s characteristic “uncanniness”, an entity – that which is 
– is a subject of the verb to be, and thus exercises a mastery over the fatality of Being. 
Someone exists who assumes Being, which henceforth is his/her being. Through the 
act of taking position in existence a being comes to being out of itself and already takes 
refuge from Being in itself. Coming into being is thus an escape from the horror of the 
anonymous there is.
1 Cf. Heidegger 1962: 233: “…here ‘uncanniness’ also means ‘not-being-at-home’ [das Nicht-zuhause-sein]. 
2 In EE Levinas refers to “fatigue” and “indolence” as positions taken with regard to existence as impotent 
nonacceptance. It reveals the burden of existence and taking up this burden requires great “effort” (pp. 10 (English 
translator’s introduction), 24/30, 30/41-43). “Indolence” is the hesitation or aversion before one’s own existence; 
“insomnia” is a watching where there is nothing to watch. One is incapable of escaping existence and one remembers the 
anonymous current of existing out of which it arose, existing as beginningless, endless continuity. Consciousness 
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Levinas’s notion of the there is facilitates a contestation of the Sartrean en-soi and 
the Heideggerian es gibt. The presence of absence and the horror of Being described 
by the there is are diametrically opposed to the inner peace of en-soi; instead it reveals 
a without self, the absence of all self, a sans-soi.1 More crucially, the impersonality on 
which Levinas insists repudiates the generosity of the German version of “there is”, 
the es gibt, from the verb geben, to give.2 Prior to the essence of Being, therefore, which 
in Heidegger is to give or confer truth, Levinas posits an eternal vigilance which we 
cannot avoid by falling asleep, and which therefore characterizes existence as bathed 
in inﬁnity. Whereas Heidegger shows the temporalizing movement of our existence 
bringing meaning and worth to the world as a kind generous project, Levinas’s 
phenomenological project is here already introducing the alterity and inﬁnity that will 
structure his later ethics (Hand 1989: 29). This is clearly articulated as early as “De 
l’évasion” (1935) in which Levinas writes: 
“In nausea – which amounts to an impossibility of being what one is – we are at the 
same time riveted to ourselves, enclosed in a tight circle that smothers. We are there, 
and there is nothing more to be done, or anything to add to this fact that we have been 
entirely delivered up, that everything is consumed: this is the very experience of pure being… 
As such, nausea discovers only the nakedness of being in its plenitude and in its utterly 
binding presence” (de, 66-67/89-91).3
At the time, the question of ethics has not yet arisen and Levinas does not yet see how 
the subject will be able to escape from itself. In ee, coming into being constitutes the 
ﬁrst step towards an escape from the horror of the anonymous there is. It is only later, 
with the ethical encounter with the Other, that the subject is ﬁnally able to escape the 
irremissible weight of being and the there is which, as we shall see, never ceases to haunt 
it – even in being.
Levinas’s conception of the there is promotes a notion of being without nothingness. 
Being permits no escape. For both Sartre and Heidegger, nothingness menaces being 
with a loss of meaning (Sartre) or a loss of life (Heidegger’s anxiety over death as the 
experience of nothingness). For Levinas, there is no nothingness which offers a way 
appears to Levinas as constituted in the horror of the indeterminate. The insomnia that endures the night is the very 
experience of this gaping and pointless suffering.
1 Sartre divided his “phenomenological ontology” into two forms of Being, which he calls (after Hegel) “for itself” and 
“in itself”, the former the being of consciousness, the latter the being of things in the world. He insists that there is no 
separating appearances from the thing itself: “that is why we can equally reject the dualism of appearance and essence. 
The appearance does not hide the essence, it reveals it; it is the essence” (Sartre 1956: 1v). This point is also reiterated 
in his novel Nausea, in which Roquentin is nauseated by the brute reality of objects, in particular by the gnarled and 
sprawling root of a chestnut tree: “Never had I understood the meaning of ‘existence’… And then all of a sudden, it was 
clear as day; existence had revealed itself. It had lost the harmless look of an abstract category; it was the very paste of 
things, this root was kneaded into existence” (Sartre 1949: 170-171). 
2 See especially Heidegger 1962: 255, footnote 1.
3 It is interesting to note that Levinas’s description in DE of “the very experience of pure being” in terms of nausea 
appeared nearly three years before Sartre’s Nausea.
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out of irremissible existence. The absurdity of endless being itself menaces being. In 
tragedy, for example, the hero always dies in the end, fate triumphs over freedom. 
However, suicide, the way Hamlet or Juliette assumes death at the moment of the 
alleged victory of fate, enables them to escape fate. Suicide is the possibility of ﬁnding 
a meaning for existence. Juliette’s cry in the third act of Romeo and Juliette – “I keep the 
power to die” – is still a triumph over fatality. Hamlet, on the other hand, understands 
that the “not to be” is perhaps impossible and that he can no longer master the absurd, 
even by suicide. In this way, Hamlet is beyond tragedy or the tragedy of tragedy 
(ta, 50/138).1 Levinas maintains that this impossibility of nothingness deprives suicide, 
which is the ﬁnal mastery one can have over being, of its function of mastery.
How does Levinas approach this preceding existing (Being) without existents 
(beings)? He imagines all things, beings and persons returning to nothingness and what 
remains after this imaginary destruction of everything is not something, but the fact 
that there is [il y a] (ta, 46/134). The il y a refers to the impersonal, anonymous, yet 
distinguishable “consummation” of being, which murmurs in the depth of nothingness 
itself (ee, 57/93-94)2. In as much as it resists a personal form, it is “being in general”.3 
According to Levinas, this notion of irremissible being, without exit or escape, constitutes 
the fundamental absurdity of being. Being is evil, not because it is ﬁnite, but precisely 
because it is without limits (ta, 50-51/138-139).4 Later in ti, Levinas once again reminds us 
of the there is to characterize the existent by contrast. However, here he describes the there 
is not as being without limits, but as an inﬁnite limitation: “The absolute indetermination 
of the there is, an existing without existants [Levinas uses both “existent” and “existant” 
to refer to beings], is an incessant negation, to an inﬁnite degree, consequently an 
inﬁnite limitation” (ti, 281/257). If the there is is inﬁnite limitation, the existent must 
be without limits. This would appear to be a contradiction in terms, since by its very 
nature, the existent is mortal, and thus ﬁnite. It is, however, possible for the existent “to 
be inﬁnitely”, because in ti the existent does not have its identity by itself. Its identity 
is conferred within its relation to the Other. Inﬁnition is produced by the existent that, 
while remaining bound to being, can take a distance with regard to being. This distance 
is only produced in time by which the deﬁnitive existence taken up by the existent during 
hypostasis is no longer deﬁnitive. According to Levinas, as we shall see, the possibility of 
inﬁnite time, of commencing again, differently, comes only from the Other. 
1 Levinas also refers to suicide and Shakespeare’s Hamlet in EE, pp. 61-62/100-101; and TI, 231/207.
2 Although Levinas radically rejects Parmenides’s philosophically decisive concept of the One, we can see in the notion 
of the “there is” an acceptance of Parmenides’s sanction against the path of nonbeing (TA, 47, footnote 18, English 
translation).
3 In TA Levinas stresses that this distinction is more ambiguous than it may seem in EE: The anonymity of this existing 
is not an indeterminate ground – it is already a being [un être], an entity [un étant]; it already has that elementary 
personality characteristic of every existent (TA, 47-48/135).
4 Levinas compares the there is to Cratylus’s version of the Heraclitean river in which one cannot bathe even once, 
where the very ﬁxity of unity, the form of every existent cannot be constituted. The il y a is the river wherein the last 
element of ﬁxity, in relation to which becoming is understood, disappears.
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In ee Levinas calls the night the very experience of the there is although he realizes 
that the term “experience” is inapplicable to a situation which involves the total 
exclusion of light (ee, 58/94). The universal absence of the night is, in its turn, an 
absolutely unavoidable presence (cf. ta, 46/134). It is an impersonal term, like “it rains”. 
Its anonymity is essential. The mind is faced with an apprehended exterior which 
remains uncorrelated with an interior. The disappearance of all things and of the I 
leaves what cannot disappear: the sheer fact of being in which one participates, whether 
one wants to or not, without having taken the initiative, anonymously. Being remains, 
like a ﬁeld of forces.1 There is is nocturnal space, but it is no longer an empty space – it 
is the transparency which both separates us from things and gives us access to them, 
by which they are given. It is full of the nothingness of everything. It is uninterrupted. 
This silence, this void of sensations constitutes a mute, absolutely indeterminate menace. 
It makes us feel utterly insecure, not because in darkness it is impossible to anticipate 
the approach of a menace, but because nothing approaches. This indeterminateness 
constitutes its acuteness. There is no determined being; anything can count for anything 
else. In this ambiguity the menace of pure and simple presence takes form. Instead 
of serving as our means of access to being, nocturnal space delivers us over to being. 
Before this obscure invasion it is impossible to take shelter in oneself (to withdraw into 
oneself). One is exposed. The rustling of the there is, is horror (ee, 60/98). 
Later, the subject’s condition of being exposed, of having no privacy will be constituted 
by the Other. In the face of the Other, the subject will be overexposed, no longer able 
to withdraw or take refuge in itself. Paradoxically, the Other that supposedly saves the 
subject from itself, from its exposure to the there is, will itself come to resemble the 
there is.2
Horror, according to Levinas, somehow strips consciousness (a subject) of its very 
“subjectivity”. Not by lulling it into unconsciousness, but by throwing it into an 
impersonal vigilance, a participation (in Levy-Bruhl’s sense of the term.)3 The participation 
of one term in another does not consist in their sharing of an attribute; one term 
becomes the other. In Levy-Bruhl’s notion of participation the identity of the terms 
are lost. They are divested of what constituted their very substantivity. The private 
1 The impersonal “ﬁeld of forces” of existing is an expression doubtlessly used by Levinas to recall, at least, Kant’s 
account of the transcendental aesthetic at the beginning of The critique of pure reason; Hegel’s account of “Force and 
understanding” at the beginning of The phenomenology of spirit (especially § 136-41); and Nietzsche’s account of the 
will to power (cf. Nietzsche 1967: § 635; 1966: § 16-17). Like Freud and Marx, Nietzsche was struck by the impersonality 
of being. The “I” for Nietzsche is always the product of a preconscious “it” made up of forces in contention.
2 In this regard, also see Peperzak et al. (Eds.) 1996: 29 and Visker 1999: 235-273.
3 Lucien Lévy-Bruhl (1857-1939), largely remembered for his studies Primitive mentality (1922, tr. 1923) and How 
natives thinks (1910, tr. 1926), argued that the mentality of so-called primitive peoples was radically different from that 
of Western rationality. He characterized primitive experience as “mystical” in the sense of being dominated by affectivity, 
whereas scientiﬁc experience is largely cognitive. Furthermore, the “pre-logical thought” of primitive peoples is bound, 
not so much by the law of non-contradiction, as by participation, as when members of a totemic group understand 
themselves to be identical with their totem. Primitive man is dominated by collective representations and realizes a mystic 
participation or relationship with his object. However, in the Notebooks written during his last two years, 
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existence of each term loses its private character and returns to an undifferentiated 
background; the existence of one submerges the other. This is precisely the very effect 
of the there is. For Levinas, horror is Phaedra’s horror in being condemned to perpetual 
reality, a fate much more horrifying than anxiety over death. She is stripped of her 
subjectivity, of her power to have a private existence. She is depersonalized and has no 
recourse to death as a way out – she is eternally responsible for her irremissible being 
(ee, 60-62/98-102). 
Levinas thus opposes the horror of the night to Heideggerian anxiety: the fear of 
being to the fear of nothingness, or the fear for being. Anxiety in Heidegger brings 
about “being toward death”, an orientation that authenticates that existence.1 For 
him, death is the possibility of impossibility – of my total and deﬁnitive impotence. 
But ontological possibilities are not given to an impassive contemplation, but to an 
existence that projects itself into them: to a power. Thus, for Heidegger, the sense 
of my imminent possible impotence is a power and indeed constitutive of all my 
existence qua potentiality-for-being. The power in me to sense my mortality, is not 
only my most uncanny and far-reaching power, it is the very basis of all the power in 
me, indeed of my life qua power. It “makes possible all other possibilities” (ta, 70/165). 
For Nietzsche, my afﬁrmation as immortal (via recurrence) works the apotheosis of my 
existence qua will to power (Nietzsche 1974: 270); for Heidegger it is my afﬁrmation as 
mortal. This is why for Heidegger the most destructive experience, that of nothingness 
itself anticipated, is utterly productive in its effects. He seems oblivious to the fact 
that the approach of death may be utterly dis-abling. In calling my mortality the 
possibility of impossibility and in placing the emphasis on the “possibility” involved, 
Heidegger takes this possibility to be delivered over to my power; in projecting 
myself resolutely unto my end I momentarily become not a being faced with death 
but authentically potentiality-for-being (Heidegger 1962: 307). For Levinas, on the 
other hand, this “possibility of impossibility” is simply the approach of impossibility 
(ti, 234-235/211-212). To be sure, the fact that I can anticipate my death is a power, 
but what I anticipate is precisely my impotence, my deﬁnitive disempowerment. The 
“possibility of impossibility” would then be a possibility that is quite ungraspable – the 
extramundane event that will rather obliterate me not only as a power, but even as a 
substrate for undergoing effects (Levinas 1987b: x-xi). 
What makes for the horror of the night, then, is irremissible existence. This explains 
why, for Levinas, Being – much more than death – instils fear. There is horror, not 
in death or nothingness, but in the perpetuity of the drama of existence, and the 
ensuing necessity of forever taking on its burden.1 The impossibility of tearing oneself 
away from the invading, inevitable and anonymous rustling of existence manifests 
Lévy-Bruhl conceded that the isolation of a general primitive mentality had misdirected him: mystical participation is 
more easily observable among primitive peoples, but is present in every mind (cf. Cazeneuve 1972; Honderich 1995). 
Levinas himself explains Levy-Bruhl’s revolutionary conception of “participation in EE, p. 60/98-99 and will return to it 
several times in TI. 
1 See, for example, Heidegger 1962: 307.
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itself especially in insomnia. When one cannot sleep, it is as if one is held by being, 
held to be. It is vigilance without end.2 The consciousness of a thinking subject, with 
its capacity for sleep and unconsciousness, is precisely the break-up of the insomnia 
of anonymous being, the possibility to “suspend”, to take refuge in oneself so as to 
withdraw from being. The very occurrence of the there is  consists in an impossibility 
– the impossibility to sleep, relax, doze off, be absent.
 In ta Levinas characterizes existing by the notion of eternity, since existing without 
existents is without starting point. However, an eternal subject is a contradictio in adjecto, 
for a subject is already a beginning (ta, 49/137). Thus for this insomnia to come to a 
stop, a subject would have to be posited – a consciousness which has and is “the power 
to sleep” (ta, 51/139). 
1.2 The advent of the subject : becoming conscious
According to Levinas, to become conscious is to be torn away from the there is, since the 
existence of a consciousness constitutes a subjectivity, a subject of existence, i.e. to some 
extent a master of existence. Inversely, consciousness is also the ability to sleep, to forget 
and interrupt the there is (ta, 51/139).3 It is an escape from the anonymity of the there is and 
a retreat into itself before it ex-ists, before it breaks forth out of itself and transcends itself. 
Prior to the movement of ex-isting, then, there is in an existent a constitutive movement 
of insistence; prior to its project is its position. Taking position is thus essentially an act in 
which the existent does not transcend itself. It posits itself, takes a stand, breaks with the 
continuity of existence, and commences. Later the existent will be able to transcend itself 
in an ec-static movement towards objects in the world, before its ﬁnal transcendent move 
towards the Other.
The localization of consciousness is the subjectivization [subjectivation] of the subject. The 
present, the moment of becoming conscious by taking up position in existence is constituted 
with great effort and thus lags behind the present. In lagging behind, it effects a retreat. 
This retreat into a base constitutes sleep, in which a being is suspended. Consciousness 
therefore comes out of rest, out of a position. By leaning on a base the subject is able to posit 
itself as a subject. The antithesis of position is not the freedom of a subject suspended in the 
air, but the destruction of the subject, the disintegration of the hypostasis.4 
1 According to Levinas, the irrevocable contract or commitment to exist makes the existent weary. To be means always 
having to aspire after and undertake. Weariness is the impossible refusal of this ultimate obligation (EE, 25/32). Indolence, 
as the recoil before action, is an impotent and joyless aversion to the burden of existence itself (EE, 27-28/37).
2 In TA too Levinas refers to insomnia as “this immortality from which one cannot escape”, a description which 
refers to the analyses in EE and which extends it to the “impossibility of death” (cf. TA, 48, 51/136, 139 and 
EE, 61-63/100-103).
3 Levinas returns to the connections between sleep, insomnia, and consciousness in EE, 65-71/109-122 and “God and 
philosophy” (Levinas 1987b: 153-174). 
4 For Levinas, it is announced in emotion (EE, 67-70/115-120). Emotion is what overwhelms, putting in question 
the very subjectivity of the subject. It prevents the subject from gathering itself up and being someone. Emotion is a 
way of holding on while losing one’s base. All emotion, according to Levinas, is fundamentally vertigo – ﬁnding oneself 
teetering on the edge of an abyss – faced with the absence of place, the there is. 
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In positioning itself on a base, the subject encumbered with being gathers itself 
together, stands up and masters all that encumbers it; its here gives it a point of 
departure from which it takes on things. As a position, the subject is the irruption in 
anonymous being of localization itself, like Rodin’s sculptures (ee, 70-71/121-122).
Chapter 2: The existent’s inception: hypostasis
The anonymous ﬂow of the there is, the existing without existents, is where hypostasis 
is produced. In ee Levinas deﬁnes hypostasis as the event by which the act expressed 
by a verb (to exist or to be) becomes a being designated by a substantive (an existent or 
a being).1 Hypostasis, the apparition of a substantive, therefore signiﬁes the suspension 
of the anonymous there is. On the ground of the there is a private domain is secured 
and a being arises. The ﬂow is interrupted by a stoppage and a positing (ee, 34/48) 
and separation takes place between existence and existents. This production of the 
I can therefore be understood as an amphibological mutation from an event into an 
“entity”. However, Levinas is very much aware of the fact that he cannot explain why 
hypostasis occurs, for, as he writes in ta, “there is no physics in metaphysics” (ta, 
51/140). What he does attempt to show is the signiﬁcance of hypostasis. 
2.1 Hypostasis as the ﬁrst freedom but ultimate condemnation
According to Levinas, then, an instant is effected with great effort, since of itself 
Being resists the personal form. The present is the primordial event of materialization 
during which an existent commences his ontological adventure. The effort with which 
existence is taken up might accomplish an escape from the there is, but it is also a 
condemnation for it takes up an instant as an inevitable present (ee, 32-34/45-49). In an 
instant, the existent is condemned to life for life. Prior to this condemnation however, 
hypostasis, as present and as an “I”, is freedom. The existent is master of existing. It 
exerts on its existence the virile power of the subject. It is the ﬁrst freedom – not 
yet the freedom of free will, but the freedom of beginning. Freedom is included 
in every subject, in the very fact that there is a subject (ta, 54/144). Despite all 
its freedom – as being a creative moment of triumph (force) over fatigue’s despair 
– effort cannot undo the inherent condemnation; apart from an existential conquest, 
it is fatigue and suffering. This event occurs prior to the subject’s participation in 
existence (ee, 22/26). 
1 Also in TA Levinas deals with hypostasis as that event by which the existent contracts its existing. More precisely, it 
denotes the origin of an entity that is neither substantial nor insubstantial. Cf. TA, 43: Footnote 6 (English translation): 
“The principle term for substance in the writings of Aristotle is ousia, a word which in early Greek writings means 
“property” in the legal sense of the word, that which is owned. The Latin word substantia, from which the English term is 
derived, is a literal translation of the Greek word hypostasis (‘standing under’). It was only later that the Greek Plotinus 
gave it its philosophical meaning.” 
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The present is thus the event of hypostasis whereby the present departs from itself. 
However, in ta Levinas explains that to posit hypostasis as a present is still not to 
introduce time into being. Although giving us a present, we are given neither a stretch 
of time set within a linear series of duration, nor an instant in this series. Hypostasis as a 
present effectuates a rip in the impersonal inﬁnity of existence (ta, 52/141). It is both an 
event and not yet something. It does not exist, yet it is a pure event of existing through 
which the existent comes to start out from itself. The present is thus the limit of existing 
(Being) at which point it already substantializes into an existent (a being). Accordingly, 
a subject of existence is not just a segment of the ﬂow of Being, it has existence as an 
attribute, as its own. 
Thus the existent takes up a position with regard to its existence in an essentially 
evanescent instant of beginning. But how can the ephemeral present be an accomplishment 
of the “starting out from itself”? According to Levinas, the evanescence of the present 
is the only way a subject can arise in anonymous being and be capable of time; the 
impossible possession of the present is linked to the fact that it is only through the 
evanescence of the present that possession itself becomes possible. 
Heidegger does not attach the same value to the present. The Heideggerian concept 
of an existent as ecstatic, projecting itself out of itself, makes what an existence is already 
something yet to come. Its presence is pure transport; the sense, the direction and the 
meaning of this ecstatic presence comes to it as its future. In Part ii of Sein und Zeit, Heidegger 
calls the inauthentic and fallen mode of the present, presentation [Gegenwärtigen], which 
he reads as a “waiting-towards” which is a “leaping away” from the possibility which the 
authentic future harbours. And the mode of the authentic present is named “moment of 
insight” [Augenblick]. This rapture with which Dasein is carried away to the possibilities 
of the situation differs from the inauthentic present in that it grasps, and does not leap 
away from the possibilities, that is, of the futural ecstasis. Thus the present has been given 
an existentiel, but not an existential analysis. In other words, the present is not considered 
to be one of those experiential structures that are essential (a priori) to Dasein’s unique 
sort of being which would be existential, but is rather seen as inessential and common 
to “things”, that is, existentiel (Heidegger 1962: 375-376). The Heideggerian analysis thus 
tends to drift into an opposition between the future-determined authenticity and the 
present (in the sense of Gegenwärtigen) – obsessed fallenness. 
For Levinas, on the other hand, the evanescent present is the ﬁrst and only mode in 
which a being can be, i.e. come about out of itself. If the evanescent instant lasted, it 
would already have derived its being from a heritage and not from itself. The way for an 
instant to be, is to be present and the present is precisely an ignorance of history. The 
present is a situation in being where there is not only being in general, but a being, a 
subject. Because the present refers only to itself, starts with itself, it can have no past, 
no future, no continuity. Its evanescence is the ransom paid for its subjectivity, i.e. for 
the transmutation, within the pure event of being, of an event into a substantive – a 
hypostasis. Thus, for Levinas, the subject is not pre-existing but comes from itself (ta, 53/142; 
ee, 73/124-125).
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The hypostasis of the present thus indicates a relationship between existing and the 
existent that is different from the one indicated by time: here the existent is held to 
being, held to be. The relationship with time is what later will appear as the very event 
of our relationship with the Other which inaugurates a pluralist existence surpassing 
the monist hypostasis of the present (ta, 53-54/142-143).
To understand the function of an instant one has to grasp its peculiar relationship 
with existence, which shows the instant to be the accomplishment of existence. Before 
linking up with the instants that precede or follow it, an instant contains an act by 
which existence is acquired. Each instant is a beginning, a birth. On the phenomenal 
level, an instant of itself is a relationship, a conquest, although this relationship does 
not refer to any future or past. An instant qua beginning and birth is a relationship sui 
generis, a relationship with and initiation into Being. It is a kind of origin. 
Accordingly, we are confronted with what appears to be an active formation of 
the self-in-relation-to-itself, instead of a mere passive production of the subject in 
relation to the work of time and the Other. An individuality emerges only out of the 
reﬂexive movement of the Same. It accomplishes its interiority by becoming an ipseity, 
an autochthonous ipseity accomplished by way of an interior dialectic (ta, 53/142). 
Duration should therefore not to be taken as the measure of existence. It is precisely 
an instant’s evanescence that constitutes its very presence. The absolute character of 
the present is not the negation of the destruction which time brings about, nor the 
afﬁrmation of something durable. What is absolute in the relationship between existence and 
an existent, in an instant, consists in the mastery the existent exercises on existence, but also in 
the weight of existence on the existent (ee, 77/132). Hypostasis is therefore the paradoxical 
event whereby the existent is liberated form anonymous Being to be simultaneously 
condemned to be a deﬁnitive being.1 In a ﬂeeting instant its irreparable fate is sealed. 
And it is precisely the evanescence of the present that effects the deﬁnitiveness 
and the actual inﬁnity of the effectuation of being. The present is subjected to being, 
bonded to it. 
In the deﬁnitiveness of the bond with which the ego is chained to its self (ee, 84/142-
143), it is a monad and a solitude (ta, 52/141). The existent is closed up upon itself 
– despite its every effort to create some distance from itself, the ego returns ineluctably 
to itself. It can forget itself in sleep, but there will be a reawakening for this being it 
has taken up is an irremissible burden. This is what constitutes the tragic in being. 
The tragic thus refers to the inﬁnity of existence that is consumed in an instant (ee, 
78/134). An instant is like a breathlessness, an effort to be. The present weighs itself 
down. Time, far from constituting the tragic, shall perhaps be able to deliver us from 
this irreparable fate. Time, and the Other which it will introduce, will thus constitute 
a possible remedy for the subject’s existential crisis in an instant. As we shall see, the 
1 “Deﬁnitive” means decisive and having an authoritative basis, whereas “deﬁnite” simply means clearly decided. 
Levinas uses “deﬁnitive” to indicate the absolutely irreparable effectuation of an existent in being. Only the Other can 
offer it the possibility of changing what it is in the present, of commencing again differently, and thus to be rid of its 
unbearably heavy existence.
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move toward the Other would not only amount to a desire towards transcendence, but 
also a necessary move for the existent’s continued existence.
The tragic consequently does not come from a conﬂict between freedom and destiny, 
but from the turning of freedom into destiny, in responsibility. To take responsibility 
for its existence, the existent has to be free, but this responsibility immediately makes 
it no longer free. A free being alone is responsible, i.e. already not free. The beginning 
of a being is already an encumbrance.1 
Later on it will become apparent that precisely through time the existent does 
indeed have the possibility of being non-deﬁnitive – while remaining bound to being, 
it can take its distance with regard to being. Across the distance of time, the deﬁnitive 
is not deﬁnitive; being, while being, is not yet, remains in suspense, and can at each 
moment commence.  This structure of temporality, of time, does not come from itself, 
but is only effected as the welcoming of alterity – a welcoming initiated by the Other, 
a welcoming, moreover, which the subject does not assume because s/he is utterly 
unable in this regard (ta 79/175). Concretely, this is accomplished as the presentation 
of the face through which the Other is not a plastic image or form, but s/he who 
expresses him/herself while accompanying this expression (ti, 281/257). However, this 
introduction of alterity, of distance and temporality into the life of the solitary egoist I 
is premature and we shall have to wait – have patience – because, in the present context, 
the Other is yet to come.  For Levinas, in general, the Other is the future and the face-
to-face with the Other is the presence of the future in the present (ta, 79/176-177). 
2.2 Materiality and solitude 
 So Levinas opposes the notion of exist-ence, and proposes the notion of a being whose 
very advent is a folding back upon itself. Thus the subject’s mastery over existence, the 
existent’s sovereignty involves a dialectical reversal – its identity is both a departure 
and a return to self. This inability to detach itself from itself, this manner of being 
occupied with itself [s’occuper de soi] is the subject’s materiality. Levinas writes: 
“Identity is not an inoffensive relationship with itself, but an enchainment to itself; it 
is the necessity of being occupied with itself. Beginning is made heavy by itself…Its 
freedom is immediately limited by its responsibility. This is the great paradox: a free 
being is already no longer free, because it is responsible for itself” (ta, 55/145-146). 
The material character of the present does not result from the fact that the past weighs 
upon it or that it is anxious about its future.2 It results from the present as present. The 
turning of the ego back upon itself is not some serene meditation or introspection. The 
relationship with itself is the relationship with a double chained to the ego. My being 
buckles under the strain of a having; I am encumbered with myself. My existence is 
1 Cf. Levinas 1985: 52/50. Here Levinas refers to “the cumbersomeness of existence”.
2 On the anxiety of the future in Heidegger, see Being and time (Heidegger 1962: 306-311); on the weight of the 
past, pp. 329-334. In Sartre, see “Phenomenology of the three temporal dimensions”, in Being and nothingness, 
1969[1956]: 159-187.
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material, but for Levinas materiality has nothing to do with the contingent fall of the 
spirit into the prison of the body. Materiality is the concrete event of the relationship 
between the Ego [Moi] and Self [Soi]. It necessarily accompanies the upsurge of the 
subject in its existent freedom. The freedom of the Ego and its materiality therefore 
go together. The ﬁnality of the existent, which constitutes the tragedy of solitude, 
is materiality. Solitude is not tragic because it is the privation of the other, but 
because it is shut up within the captivity of identity, because it is matter. To shatter 
the enchainment of matter is to shatter the ﬁnality of hypostasis. It is to be in time. 
Solitude, on the other hand, is the very unity of the existent and an absence of time. 
However, solitude is not only a despair and an abandonment, but also a virility, 
a pride and a sovereignty. (ta, 55-57/145-148). Levinas describes the positing of an 
existent in solitude as “a dawn of clarity in the horror of the ‘there is’, a moment where 
the sun rises, where things appear for themselves, where they are not borne by the 
‘there is’ but dominate it” (Levinas 1985: 51/50). Solitude is thus the celebration of the 
escape from the there is accomplished. Whereas ee describes this attempt to escape 
from the “there is”,1 ta goes one step further and represents an attempt to escape from 
the isolation of existing. As the title suggests, in Time and the Other Levinas introduces 
time and to be in time is to be confronted by the Other and to have escaped solitude 
(ta, 57/148).
The unavoidable coupling of materiality and solitude is thus the double-edged 
sword hanging over the existent’s head. It is both that which makes us what we are 
– we are empowered by our solitude; and that which makes what we are unbearable 
– our materiality simultaneously overpowers us. Matter is the misfortune [malheur] 
of hypostasis. As far as material concerns issue from hypostasis itself and express 
the very event of our existent freedom, everyday life, far from constituting a fall or 
a betrayal with regard to our metaphysical destiny, forms the very accomplishment 
of solitude and the inﬁnitely serious attempt to respond to its profound unhappiness 
[malheur]. Levinas therefore characterizes everyday life as a preoccupation with 
salvation (ta, 58/148). To be sure, the alternation of effort and leisure, when we enjoy 
the fruits of our efforts, makes up the time of the world, an essentially economic 
world. In this economic world our exigency for salvation has been traded in – it 
is a secular world where the “I” accepts wages (ee, 90/155). From a Heideggerian 
perspective, concern for things and needs in-the-world would appear as a ﬂight before 
the uttermost ﬁnality. Dasein usually lives in the possibilities that permit it to ﬂee 
1 In Ethics and inﬁnity, Levinas describes the positing of existents as only the ﬁrst stage in overcoming the there is, 
“for the ego that exists is encumbered by all these existents it dominates…From whence an entirely different movement: 
to escape from the ‘there is’ one must not be posed but deposed; to make an act of deposition, in the sense one speaks 
of deposed kings. This deposition of sovereignty by the ego is the social relationship with the Other, the dis-inter-ested 
relation. I write it in three words to underline the escape from being it signiﬁes…the responsibility for the Other, being-
for-the-other, seemed to me, as early as that time, to stop the anonymous and senseless rumbling of being. It is in the 
form of such a relation that the deliverance from the ‘there is’ appeared to me” (Levinas 1985: 52/51). The deposition 
of the subject will be dealt with in Section III, Chapter 4.
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from an authentic awareness of death, its uttermost [ausserst] possibility. Indeed, for 
Heidegger, inauthentic everyday life is constituted by ﬂight from death.1 
Levinas, on the other hand, maintains that however much the entirety of our petty 
everyday preoccupations are called “fall”, “everyday life”, animality”, “degradation”, 
or “base materialism”, they are in no way frivolous (ta, 59/150). They constitute the 
Levinasian existent’s ﬂight from being, but also its possibilities of being. Our everyday 
preoccupations do not derive their signiﬁcance from the role they play in realizing our 
ultimate destiny. The man condemned to die enjoys his last meal not because it will 
contribute towards his salvation, but because it alleviates the weight of his materiality. 
In other words, our concerns in this world do not necessarily derive their rhyme 
and reason and their signiﬁcance from what awaits us beyond this world. Economic 
existence is signiﬁcant in and of itself. Conversely, we do not have to suffer an earthly 
need to become anxious about salvation. The desire evoked in the oppressed masses 
for economic liberation is not the necessary precursor to or condition for awakening 
the nostalgia for metaphysical liberation. Levinas maintains that economic struggle 
is already on an equal footing with the struggle for salvation, because it is founded 
in the very dialectic of hypostasis through which the ﬁrst freedom is constituted 
(ta, 61-62/153).
In recognizing the whole weight of matter in the present itself, Levinas wants to 
acknowledge both material life and its triumph over the anonymity of existing, and 
the tragic ﬁnality to which it is bound by its very freedom. He wants to acknowledge 
the paradoxical juxtapositioning of the triumphant conquering of existence by the 
existent and the existent’s simultaneous tragic occupation by lived existence as an 
unbearably heavy materiality that threatens to cause the existent’s implosion. Levinas 
suggests that by connecting solitude to the subject’s materiality – materiality being its 
enchainment to itself – we can understand in what sense the world and our existence 
in the world constitute a fundamental advance of the subject in overcoming the weight 
that it is to itself, its materiality, that is, in loosening the bond between the self and 
the ego (ta, 62/154). In everyday existence, in the world, the material structure of the 
subject is partially overcome: an interval appears between the ego and the self precisely 
because we have to reach beyond ourselves into the world to satisfy our material needs. 
The identical subject does not return to itself immediately. Its worldly preoccupations 
create some distance – it draws us out of ourselves by diverting our attention for a 
while to things provisionally other in the world. It is the cigarette we smoke before 
formulating a thought or the coffee we sip before being able to start the day.
Conversely, Levinas asks whether the multiplicity of accidents and inﬂuences in 
the world cannot affect and ultimately overwhelm the identity of the subject? Being-
in-the-world offers the subject the opportunity of partially and positively overcoming 
its heavy materiality, but it can also have destructive side effects – it can completely 
inundate the substance’s identity. The existent “exits” towards the world in knowledge. 
1 In this regard, see Heidegger 1962: 294, 297-299.
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Daily the world overwhelms us with so much information, with so many stimulae that we 
have to process. Somehow we do not end up being different every day, but remain more 
or less constant. This is because knowledge remains an immanence – in knowing, I grasp 
and internalize what I am confronted with. Outside in face of everything, I am inside 
of myself, tied to myself (ee, 84/143). In this sense, there is no rupture of the isolation of 
being in knowledge (Levinas 1985: 57/58). Knowing is a relationship with what above all 
remains exterior – an action which maintains the agent outside of the events s/he brings 
about (ee, 86-87/149).1 
Ultimately then, the world does not free us from the unbearably heaviness of being. 
The freedom of knowledge and intention is negative – it is non-engagement. In the world, 
I am afforded the opportunity to be different. I encounter many things, all things are 
given and I am free to choose amongst them and they can change me – an opportunity 
to evolve (ee, 84/143). I even encounter other people with whom I can share things and 
communicate knowledge. However, in the communication of knowledge one is found 
beside the other, not confronted with her.  In reality, the fact of being is what is most 
private; existence is the sole thing that I cannot communicate; I can tell about it, but I 
cannot share my existence. Thus the freedom I have in the world does not save me from 
the deﬁnitive character of my very existence – from the fact that I am forever stuck with 
myself. 
Solitude is thus the result of the indissoluble unity between the existent and its 
existing and does not result from a privation of a previously given relationship with the 
Other. It results from the work of hypostasis. I am alone not because there is no one else, 
but because I am – solitude is my very nature. This solitude is the necessary condition 
for the possibility of a freedom of beginning, of the existent’s mastery over existing.2 Even 
though, as we shall see, the existent’s solitude turns out to be insufﬁcient (for its needs) 
and inferior (to ethico-social life), Levinas is emphasizing here that it ought not therefore 
to be understood solely in terms of what it lacks (ta, 55/144-145).
In what follows, we shall see how Levinas’s account of self-sameness is a self-maintenance 
of the subject as a kind of “existential praxis” of selfhood. At this point, Levinas thus 
directs us to a “level of life” ontologically prior to that on which the ethical encounter with 
the other person occurs. We have seen how the Levinasian subject makes an “upsurge” 
into existence, rather like a Rodin statue surges up from its base, ec-statically.3 Its base is 
1 In this regard, Levinas maintains in EE that the substance par excellence is the subject. Later, in 1958, Levinas wrote 
an essay originally published in German as “Martin Buber und die Erkenntnistheorie” (1963) in which he agrees with 
Buber that the self is not a substance, but a relation, existing only as an “I” addressing itself to a “Thou’” He then 
maintains that this ‘I-Thou’ relation has priority over the ‘I-it’ relation, since the former is a necessary condition for the 
intentionality of the latter. See Levinas (1967) in Hand 1989: 59-74. 
2 Levinas develops these analyses of the existent’s primordial and irreducible independence and sovereignty in 
EE (pp. 17-36/15-52) and in TI (pp. 110-114/82-86, 117-120/90-92, 127-140/100-114, 144-151/118-125).
3 This is a metaphor Levinas uses in EE in support of his account of the hypostasis of the substantive subject (already 
referred to earlier). It ﬁgures here also in a polemic against the Heideggerian notion of the Geworfenheit: the 
“throwness” of Dasein. The notion of “ecstasis” will be dealt with more extensively in the subsection “Ecstasis and 
return” in the following chapter.
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both isolated and material. Its solitude makes it free to start out; its materiality weighs 
it down. It has to take responsibility for itself. Subsequently, it will sustain itself by 
means of a kind of primitive alimentary relation to exteriority, that is, to provisional 
otherness (which is autre but not autrui).1 We shall see how it, as providing its own 
support in being, is self-substantiating. The alimentation of the subject is neither a 
biological nor a social event; it is characterized by the satiation of a lack generated by 
an internal differentiation within itself which results in an interiority, the “I”, produced 
out of anonymous, exterior existence (the il y a). Levinas describes this as a dialectic 
(cf. ee, 18/16). This substantive existent is not a self-identical subject; it occurs, on the 
contrary as a “diastasis”, a non-coinciding of self with self.  There is a distension of 
the existent by which it goes out from its “base” without ever breaking with it and to 
which it returns like a distended elastic, when, for example, it collapses back onto itself 
– something Levinas accounts for in his phenomenological studies of fatigue and sleep, 
referred to earlier in relation to the hypostasis.2 Alimentation is the transformation 
of what is exterior into my own being, my substantivity. This approach effectively 
relocates difference within the subject – the subject reaches towards provisional 
otherness in the world and assimilates it. Later we shall encounter Levinas’s notion of 
absolute alterity, that is, that which cannot be assimilated or transmutated to become 
part of the subject.
 Levinas develops the idea that it is only by being its own creation, by accomplishing 
its own ipseity, that the “I” can be in a non-violent relationship to the other person qua 
Other. The whole of Levinas’s account of the relation to the other qua absolute other 
and the “ethical relation” attempts to articulate this profound alterity, distinguishing 
between it and my relation to others within socio-political reality. Levinas warns 
against the danger of relating to other people in such a way as to regard them simply 
as part of what is exterior to me – even if it takes the form of making them an object of 
respect. In fact, it is precisely such a reﬂexive, theoretical representation of the other 
person in terms of his/her positioning in the socio-political totality that presents the 
threat of ethical violence and leads to a reduction of the Other’s alterity is reduced to 
the level of what is merely exterior to the Same. The Other’s alterity is reduced to its 
representation within the order of the Same. The Other is consumed by the thought of 
the Same therein that his/her identity is always relative to me.3 A crucial distinction in 
Levinas is that between what is merely exterior [autre] and, therefore, always relative 
to me, and that which is “absolutely Other” [autrui]. The corollary of this view of 
the system as a totalizing machine which reduces the Other to the Same, is that for 
a subject to be responsible for the Other in an ethical sense, it must be a self-made 
subject. It has to be self-producing within the order of the Same, determining its 
1 For the thoughts expressed here on alimentation and the link it establishes between Foucault and Levinas, I am 
indebted to Boothroyd 1996.
2 See especially EE, 24/30, 28/37.
3 It is precisely this evil wired into our customary habits of thought and understanding that Foucault criticizes in 
“Theatrum Philosophicum” (1970). This will be explored more fully in our conclusion.
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existence itself, moving in relation to what is merely exterior to it within this order, 
and not in relation to what, in Levinas’s terminology, is wholly otherwise. Although 
the Levinasian subject might encounter other people in the world, it accomplishes its 
existence prior to any encounter with the absolutely Other. In this sense it is, in this 
instant, a wholly separate, solitudinous subject. Levinas’s distinction therefore serves 
to distinguish between relations to others in so far as they ﬁgure in and are partly 
constitutive of my social world, my personal projects and life in general; and relations 
to other people as absolute others to whom I bear, according to Levinas, an inﬁnite 
ethical obligation. 
We reiterate that Levinas’s account of the ethical relation to the Other is very 
different from Foucault’s ethics and that we are not suggesting that there is great 
proximity between them in this sense. What they do have in common however, is this 
event of the transubstantiation of exteriority into interiority whereby a self-supporting 
subject establishes itself without reference to any system, exclusively in relation to its 
own being (cf. Boothroyd 1996). What is of great signiﬁcance to the argument pursued 
here is that, in ti, Levinas develops fully a philosophy of alterity which relies on this 
account of ipseity, this interiority of a psychism (ti, 55/25) in its absolute independence 
(ibid., p. 60/31), as the “condition” for the ethical encounter with the Other. Indeed, 
here “the atheist separation is required by the idea of Inﬁnity” (ibid.). Before addressing 
the existent’s being toward the Other however, we shall ﬁrst see how Levinas interprets 
the existential praxis of being-an-existent. The existential praxis of an autochthonous 
self-styling subject may then also be considered to have ethical import to the extent to 
which its primary self-referentiality is the condition for a non-repressive relation to the 
Other. It is in this sense that Foucault’s notion of self-stylization and Levinas’s account 
of auto-personiﬁcation will prove to be functionally analogous.
Chapter 3: Being an existent
3.1 Being in an instant: the existent’s auto-positing
Thus far we have been able to establish that the existent is constituted by a movement 
of separation or insistence – it comes about in an instant, but the existent in an instant 
is not yet in time. It is cut off from the past and therefore not pre-existing or given. As 
a sui generis, it is a kind of origin, positing itself and producing the present. Analogous 
to Foucault’s self-styling subject, the Levinasian subject actively creates itself and takes 
the form of a system-unto-itself. 
As such, Levinas’s subjectivity still involuntarily holds back from the future. To be 
sure, inscription in being is not an inscription in the world. Later, when the existent 
ﬁnds itself in the world, at the level of the time of the economic order, the existent’s 
relationship with its existence becomes a struggle for the future. It will actively be able 
to ﬁght for its future as the care that a being takes for its endurance and conservation 
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– for the prolongation of its existence. At the same time, it would also be able to take 
refuge in itself from the insecurities of the future.1 For the moment, however, it is 
closed in upon itself, irrevocably and deﬁnitively held in the absolute weight of its being 
– incapable of conjuring up a future. An instant is indeed a commencement, but the 
sense of the future is the sense of another beginning possible, a chance to recommence 
otherwise. This is the sense of time as the inﬁnition, the ever recommencing of the 
deﬁnitive. Only the Other can give the existent time to begin anew, to be freed of its 
deﬁnitive existence. However, ﬁrst the subject is alone, and this solitude will prove to 
be a necessary condition for time and the Other to come.
3.2 Being both sovereign and servant
The Levinasian existent thus triumphs over the anonymous there is to be irrevocably 
subjected in an instant. Herewith the existent is sentenced for life – to life. It is out of 
joint with itself, but its forsakenness is situated in the I’s dislocation from itself, and 
not, as for Heidegger, in its dislocation from the world.2 It is a being not coinciding with 
itself, but it takes up its existential burden by being ordering or legislative, actively 
self-responsible, self-referential and teleological (ee, 9, trans.). It ﬁnds itself in a world 
where everything seems to afﬁrm its solidarity with the totality of existence. As a 
result, its ﬁrst illusion is that of freedom and sovereignty and its ﬁrst concern is a 
concern over being, and not over possible nothingness, as Heidegger would have it. At 
the same time, however, the freedom of the present is a weight and a responsibility. An 
existent is then also inherently characterized by a nostalgia for escape from its existential 
burden. Later in ti, this need to ﬂee itself, this movement to exteriority, is not said 
to issue out of the burden the existent is to itself, but rather to be provoked from the 
outside in its being contented with the content it is unto itself. It is then provoked not 
by a need for ﬂight, but by an excess or surplus of ethics, that is, by a desire provoked 
by the Other.
 The world has a positive role in the existent’s ontological adventure. On the one 
hand, consciousness has the ability to sink into unconsciousness and thus to afford itself 
a reprieve. We can sleep and take a break from it all. On the other hand, consciousness 
also reaches towards objects in the world whereby it can partially become free of itself. 
However, the ego is positively enchained to itself, and even though it creates a distance 
from itself, it is unable to liberate itself from this association with itself in which a 
duality is discernible. “To be an ego”, writes Levinas, “is not only to be for oneself; 
it is also to be with oneself” (ee, 88/151).3 The duality of our lone existence, writes 
1 Foucault too notes that the Greco-Roman practice of “care of the self” enabled the individual to escape all the fears 
of the future – all the worldly enslavements and dependencies.
2 For Levinas, man is at home in the world, never geworfen, as for Heidegger, and as a result overwhelmed and 
forsaken. See TI, 140/114.
3 Levinas describes this “dual solitude” in terms of an other than me that accompanies the ego like a shadow (EE, 
88/151). This is not yet a relationship with an Other, however, that detaches the ego from itself. Later in AE, Levinas claims 
that the deep structure of subjective experience, what he calls the “psyche”, is structured in a relation of responsibility 
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Levinas, “awakens the nostalgia for escape”, but nowhere in the world can we ﬂee from 
ourselves (ibid.).
Ecstasis and return | According to Levinas, our existence in the world is nothing 
but the ampliﬁcation of that resistance against anonymous being by which existence 
becomes consciousness. He describes it as an ecstatic propulsion. To a certain extent our 
being is closed in upon itself, but in sustaining itself, it continually projects itself out 
of itself towards that which would sustain it. However, this movement out of itself, 
this “transcendence” is not the fundamental movement of the ontological adventure, as 
it is for Heidegger.1 It is founded in the non-transcendence of position. 
Heidegger’s notion of ecstasy is founded upon his dogged distinction between 
Being and nothingness. For him, existence conceived as ecstasy is only possible as 
an ecstasy toward the end. It consequently situates the tragic element in existence in 
this ﬁnitude and in the nothingness into which man is thrown insofar as he exits. 
Anxiety, a comprehension of nothingness, is a comprehension of Being only inasmuch 
as Being itself is determined by nothingness. Levinas wants to contest the dialectic of 
being and nothingness that dominates Heideggerian ontology, where evil is conceived 
in terms of a lack of being (ee, 20/20). Does Being contain no other vice than its 
limitation and nothingness?  Herein lies Levinas’s departure from the Heideggerian 
notion of ecstasy: for Levinas, the fear of Being is just as originary as the fear for Being 
or the anxiety over death or nothingness. For him, Being and nothingness (which for 
Heidegger are equivalent or co-ordinated) are rather phases of a more general state of 
existence, instead of being constituted by nothingness. He calls it the fact that there 
is. The fear of nothingness is but the measure of our involvement in Being. Existence 
of itself harbours something tragic not because of its ﬁnitude, but precisely because of 
its irremissiblility.
This fear of Being is exempliﬁed by the young Sylvia Plath’s desperation when 
confronted by the irremissibility of existing, “the terrifying hellish weight of self-
responsibility”: “The list [of physical duties I had to perform] mounted, obstacle after 
ﬁendish obstacle, they jarred, they leered, they fell apart in chaos, and the revulsion, 
the desire to end the pointless round of objects, of things, of actions, rose higher. […] 
How to justify myself…?” And her awareness of the accompanying proximity of the 
there is’ terrifying murmur:  “My world falls apart, crumbles, ‘The center does not hold’. 
There is no integrating force, only naked fear, the urge of self-preservation […] I want 
to kill myself, to escape from responsibility, to crawl back abjectly into the womb” 
(Plath 2000: 149). She is torn between the desire to grasp being with both hands 
or responsivity to the other. The psyche is the other in the same, the other within me in spite of me, calling me to 
respond. In AE (pp. 69/86, 111/141) Levinas writes: “the psyche in the soul is the other in me, a malady of identity, both 
accused and self, the same for the other, the same by the other”. 
1 The notion of “ecstasis” expresses the temporal character of the transcendence or the being-in-the-world of human 
existence. It is central to all contemporary theories of time, especially those of Husserl and Heidegger, and their successors. 
See Husserl (1971); Heidegger 1962: 377 and passim; and Heidegger (1946) in Krell (Ed.) 1977: 193-242. 
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and to achieve transcendence within the immanent, and the desire to transcend the 
immanent all together and be freed of this existential burden. She desperately wants to 
return to the irresponsibility of the il y a, but it would mean opting for terror itself.
3.3 Existential care in the world: the joys and the sorrows
The world | From the ontological question concerning the manner in which the existent 
is constituted, Levinas thus turns to the question, what it is to exist? For him, taking 
up existence is not synonymous with entering into the world. The difference concerns 
the fact that in the world we are attached to things and deal with objects, whereas in 
taking up an instant we are committing ourselves irreparably to existing – an event 
which does not relate to any substantive (ee, 37/55). The world is what is given to us; it 
offers the bountifulness of terrestrial nourishment to our intentions (ee, 39/59). 
Also the events that break with the world, such as the encounter with the other, can 
be found in it. More often than not, however, others in the world are reduced to objects 
by virtue of the clothing he wears or the pains she takes concerning her appearance. 
The Other qua Other, on the other hand, cannot be objectiﬁed or reduced to his/her 
features or dress code. The Other is stripped of all form, beyond every attribute.1 
It is signiﬁcation without context – it is meaning all by itself without reference to 
something else. The face is kath’auto (ti, 75/47, 261/239). The way in which the other 
presents himself always overﬂows the plastic image I might form of him. The other 
therefore cannot become a content; it is uncontainable. The other’s form, the face, is 
what is most naked (Levinas 1985: 86-87/90-91). This is why Levinas maintains that 
the relationship with nudity is the true experience of the otherness of the other (ee, 
40/61). “The nakedness of the face”, according to Levinas, “is not what is presented 
to me because I disclose it”, rather “[t]he face has turned to me – and this is its 
very nudity. It is by itself and not by reference to any system” (ti, 74-75/47). All our 
“civilized” habits – our fancy dress codes, our polite manners and manicured social 
conventions – are all ways to mediate our alterity, to become more similar and to 
become more “sociable”. “The transcendence of the face”, on the other hand, is “its 
absence from this world… the exiling [depaysement] of a being, his condition of being 
stranger, destitute, or proletarian” (ti, 75/47).2
1 According to Levinas, the Other cannot be the beloved, since the beloved is the one we recognize, the one whose 
every feature is part of what we love and why. He insists that the best way of encountering the Other is not to even 
notice the colour of his eyes (Levinas 1985: 85/89). When we love someone, s/he is already stripped of his/her alterity. 
In fact, in TI Levinas maintains that the relationship established between lovers in voluptuosity is the very contrary of 
the social relationship (TI, 264-265/242-243). It excludes the third party which would be the representative of all of 
humanity in the ethical relationship – that which would moderate the privilege of the Other to include all other men 
(Levinas 1985: 90/95).
2 According to Levinas, as we shall see later, I nevertheless retain the power to reduce the face of the Other to its 
form – I can murder the Other, that is, I can ignore what is genuinely other about his Otherness. The Other is therefore 
vulnerable through form. And it is this possibility of murdering the Other that makes the “ethical resistance” of his face 
an ethical and not a real resistance. We shall return to this distinction later.
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The relationship between need and its satisfaction constitutes what is typical of 
life in the world. It is exempliﬁed by our relationship to food. What characterizes 
this relationship is a complete correspondence between desire and its satisfaction. The 
ethical subject is an embodied being of ﬂesh and blood, a being capable of hunger, 
who eats and enjoys eating.1 As Levinas writes, the man who is eating is the most just 
of all men” (ee, 44/67), since, he explains later, “[o]nly a subject that eats can be for-
the-other” (ae, 74/93); that is, only such a being can know what it means to give its 
bread to the other from out of its own mouth. In the course of this essay it will become 
apparent that the isolated references to ae serve to stress that this giving to the Other 
later becomes “the tearing away of the mouthful of bread from the mouth that tastes in 
full enjoyment”. Levinas describes being-for-the-Other as ‘the passivity of wounds, the 
‘hemorrhage’ of the for-the-other” which is consequently at the expense of the self (ae, 
74/93, my emphasis). It is at the expense of that self which nevertheless remains crucial 
for ethics – understood as a relation between the self and the Other. 
Satisfaction is not a remaining in the beyond, but a return to oneself. This 
structure, where an object fully concords with a need, is characteristic of the whole of 
our being-in-the-world. This is contrasted to loving which is beyond economic activity 
and the world. Love is an essential and insatiable hunger, a permanent desire. We 
desperately try to satisfy this desire, think, for example, of the rather ridiculous and 
tragic simulation of devouring in kissing and love-bites. However, possession of the 
desired is refused. Love is an ever-growing hunger, a hunger for nothing. The other is 
precisely this objectless dimension.2 
Contrary to Heidegger, Levinas maintains that nowhere in the phenomenal order 
does the object of an action refer to the concern for existing; it makes up existing itself.3 
We breathe for the sake of breathing, eat and drink for the sake of eating and drinking. 
Life is a sincerity (ti, 134/107). To be in the world is precisely to efface every ulterior 
ﬁnality, and to go sincerely to the desirable and take it for what it is. Consciousness 
describes a closed circle – desire meets its satisfaction in the object and returns. It is 
only in times of misery and privation, when one’s survival is at stake, that the shadow 
of the ulterior ﬁnality is cast behind the object of desire (ee, 45/68). 
For Levinas, “this closed circle” of the world, which “effaces every ulterior ﬁnality”, 
does not constitute a fall, but has its own positive ontological function: the possibility 
of extracting oneself from anonymous being. At our most desperate moments we 
are still able to perform reasonable acts; the condemned man is still able to eat his 
last meal. To condemn it as inauthentic is to fail to recognize the signiﬁcance of 
economic existence. 
1 In what must be the shortest refutation of Heidegger, Levinas complains that Dasein is never hungry (TI, 134/108).
2 This is what Levinas means when he writes, “the very positivity of love lies in its negativity” (EE, 43/66).
3 According to Heidegger, there is a circuit which leads every moment of our existence to the task of existing; “in 
turning the handle of the door we open up the totality of existence” – this action is already and directly related to our 
concern for being itself.
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The horizontal transcendence of light and reason | Although the world is the 
given and belongs to subjectivity, subjectivity does not belong to the world. Being-in-
the-world does not deﬁne its existence. Rather, subjectivity takes form by a retreat from 
the world. The ego possesses the given, but is not overwhelmed by that possession and 
keeps a distance from objects possessed in the world. 
This possession at a distance is what constitutes the intentionality of intentions. 
When compared to the relationship between an existent and existence, one ﬁnds that to 
be an existent is not to reach for existence, but to exist already. One possesses existence, 
but is also possessed by it. The world, on the other hand, as given to intentions, leaves 
the I a freedom with regard to it. It does not weigh upon us like the irrevocable 
commitment to exist (ee, 47/73).
Levinas also explains intentionality as being the origin of sense. Sense is apperception 
– the process by which a person makes sense of something by assimilating it to the 
body of ideas s/he already possesses. In other words, what is exterior is adjusted to 
and refers to what is interior. The structure of intentionality is thus a going out to 
the other but also a constituting of that other, reducing its alterity in the illumination 
that renders it permeable to subjectivity. Phenomenologically, light is the condition for 
phenomena, i.e. for meaning. In existing an object exists for someone; it already leans 
toward an inwardness, and without being absorbed in it, gives itself. What comes from 
outside illuminated is comprehended, i.e. it comes from ourselves (ee, 48/75-76; ta, 
64/157). Herein it already becomes apparent why being-in-the-world does not alleviate 
the existent’s unbearably heaviness of being completely. There is a partial move towards 
objects but always a return, because comprehension, which gives us access to objects 
in the world, emanates from within the existent. The distance that separates us from 
objects, which we traverse in reaching for them, inevitably leads us back to ourselves.
Hypostasis leaves the subject bogged down in itself, but in the world, instead of 
an immediate return to itself, there is a “relationship with everything that is necessary 
for being” (ta, 63/155-156). It enables the subject to separate from itself. Our everyday 
life is therefore a partial way of being free from the initial materiality through which a 
subject is accomplished [s’accomplit]. It affords a forgetfulness of self. “The morality of 
‘earthly nourishments’”, according to Levinas, is therefore “the ﬁrst morality… It is not 
the last, but one must pass through it” (ta, 64/156).
In presenting the world as an ever-revocable attachment to objects, Levinas has 
described the ﬁrst manifestation of an existent rising up in the anonymity of existence. 
Through light, knowing and consciousness we are able to establish a relationship 
with the world but also able to withdraw from the world. A world is given to us in 
perception, compromising the alterity of objects through the intervention of light and 
consciousness. In our necessarily subjective perception, we therefore never encounter 
the exteriority of a thing in itself.
In everyday existence, in the world, the material structure of the subject is thus 
partially overcome: an interval appears between the ego and the self. The identical 
subject goes towards objects in the world and does not return to itself immediately. The 
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Levinasian existent nevertheless does not experience the world primarily as an utilitarian 
realm. To be sure, our relation to the world is indeed useful therein that it fulﬁls our 
needs, and beneﬁcial therein that it partially alleviates our stiﬂing solitude resulting 
from our being mired in an unbearably heavy materiality. However, for Levinas, the 
world is not ﬁrst and foremost an ensemble of Heideggerian tools ready-to-hand, but 
rather an ensemble of nourishments (ta, 63/155; ti, 110-111/82-83). For Heidegger, the use 
of tools, our practice in the world is part of the closed circle ultimately referring to 
our deepest existential destiny.1 In Sein und Zeit, he distinguishes three levels: Dasein’s 
“concern” (Besorgen) for things within the world; Dasein’s “solicitude” (Fürsorge) for other 
people within the world; and Dasein’s “care” (Sorge) for being-in-the-world as such 
– that is, its care for itself qua Da-sein. It is no accident that the latter, care (Sorge) is 
etymologically and ontologically at the root of the other two. The “call of care” draws 
Dasein from out of its ordinary (in-the-world) absorption with things and persons to 
an authentic relationship with itself.2 It is to this ultimate reﬂexivity that Levinas is 
here alluding. For Levinas, human life does not go beyond the objects that fulﬁl it. It 
is indeed an ecstatic existence – being outside of oneself by going toward an object in 
the world – but limited by that object. There is no existential destiny hidden behind 
the act – we eat for the sake of eating, not to authenticate our existence, but because 
we are hungry, and to satisfy our appetite is pleasurable. For Levinas, the subject is 
subject, and the form that this subjection assumes is that of sensibility and sentience 
which starts with the very basic capability of hunger and the enjoyment of eating.3 
In fact, Levinas characterizes our relationship with objects as a primordial experience 
of enjoyment [jouissance],4 which has essentially been neglected by Heidegger and 
other phenomenologists.5 
Enjoyment and the self-forgetfulness that it affords do not, however, break the 
irremissible attachment of the ego to the self. The illuminated object is encountered in 
the world, but because it is illuminated one encounters it as if it came from within. It 
possesses no inherent strangeness. Its transcendence is wrapped in immanence (ta, 64-65/156-
157). At ﬁrst, light and knowledge would appear to be a way for the subject – emancipated 
from the anonymity of existing, but riveted to itself – to take a distance with regard to 
its materiality.6 Although being-toward-objects affords self-forgetfulness, it is never a 
1 On the referral from tool use to Dasein, see Heidegger 1962: 116-117.
2 See ibid., pp. 237-244.
3 Also see TI, 59/30: “The psychism will be speciﬁed as sensibility, the element of enjoyment, as egoism. In the 
egoism of enjoyment dawns the ego, source of the will. It is the psychism and not matter that provides a principle of 
individuation … Sensibility constitutes the very egoism of the I, which is sentient and not something sensed”.
4 For Levinas, enjoyment should not be judged in terms of proﬁt and gain. Rather, one must view it in its becoming, its 
event, in relationship to the drama of the ego inscribed in being, thrown into a dialectic (cf. TA, 64 Footnote 38).
5 The notion of enjoyment – prior to theory and practice – is developed in EE, 37-45/55-70; TI, 127-140/100-114, 143-
151/116-125; and AE, 72-74/91-94. Cf. TA, 62-64/154-156. In this regard, also see Cohen 1981. 
6 The sequence of ideas followed here is also found in EE: a section on light (pp. 46-51/71-80) follows the section on 
enjoyment (pp. 37-45/55-70). Cf. TI, 189/163 and passim. 
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transcendence of the encumbrance of the ego by the self. It remains a partial liberation 
– ultimately a return to self (ta, 66/159). 
Things therefore do not have the redemptive power we need to escape ourselves. 
According to Levinas, something absolutely strange is needed to truly get free from ourselves. 
Things fulﬁl a need after which we return to ourselves, whereas desire is a movement beyond 
the self that remains in the beyond, since fulﬁlment merely enlarges the desire instead of 
satisfying it. The ethical is thus beyond our economic existence in the world (ta, 68/161). 
The implication nevertheless seems to be that desire for the Other is based on the need for 
escape. And yet, Levinas will insist that the existent answers the Other’s call not because 
s/he lacked something that the Other can provide, but because of a Desire for what s/he 
does not need. 
The way in which Levinas succeeds in making this argument convincingly is by shifting 
the emphasis away from the question of the self-transcendence of the existent which dominates 
his earliest three works to an unfathomable and mysterious Other – an Other as enigmatic as 
death itself (ti, 234/211). This Other, itself a highly religiously and philosophically inﬂected 
notion, inaugurates Levinasian ethical subjectivity. No longer actively self-transformative 
and –transcending, this subject is reduced to a “bottomless” or “deathlike passivity” (ae, 
111/141; 124/159). The Other, which induces this passivity, this inability to act, therefore 
exempts the subject from ethical responsibility in the same gesture with which it has to 
substitute itself for the Other. Although Levinas will insist that “the fabric of the same, self-
possession in a present, is never broken” (ae, 111/142), he will simultaneously maintain that 
“[t]he responsibility for the other can not have begun in my commitment, in my decision”. 
It (“the unlimited responsibility in which I ﬁnd myself”) “come from the hither side of my 
freedom” (ae, 10/12).
If it is indeed true that we live in a time in which agents have come to recognize the 
inherent contingent nature of morality, in which they have come to be suspicious of those 
moral authorities with universal pretensions, to what extent will Levinas’s Other succeed 
in evoking, if not enforcing, ethical responsibility? In a time in which agents are required 
to take responsibility and make choices for their “self-constitution” (Bauman 1992: 201-
204), Levinas seems to cede this responsibility to an Other, stripping the subject of its very 
mastery and self-constitution. He seems to be saying that all we have to do is to passively 
await intervention by the Other. For those amongst us willing to take the leap of faith, there 
is of course no ethical conﬂict in Levinas’s reasoning. However, left to our own atheist devices, 
Levinas’s conception of “ethical” subjectivity appears highly contentious at best, and morally 
bankrupt at worst. Of itself it is doomed to persist in a life of self-indulgent opportunism. It 
can “act” ethically only by virtue of an Other that makes it utterly passive.
Suffering, death and the Other1 | We have seen that our existential condition, according 
to Levinas, is not a stasis (literally meaning “to be or “to stand”) – it is not a state of 
1 The themes of this section are taken up and developed in TI, in the section entitled, “The will and death” (pp. 
232-236/208-213), which directly precedes – rather than follows – the section “Time and the will: patience” (pp. 236-
240/213-217), thus reversing the order of the development found in TA.
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equilibrium or inactivity. Rather it is a condition of ecstasis (“to be at”) or to stand 
towards something, necessarily an alterity which drives a wedge in between the self 
and itself through an involvement in the world. This is the duality of solitude. The 
existent thus appears as a diastasis, or as that which stands apart from itself. This makes 
for the fundamental paradox characterizing the existential condition: Since the existent 
does not fully coincide with itself, it reaches towards the world in an effort to establish 
a sense of equilibrium. The fact that it is materially mired in itself, at the same time 
forces it to go beyond itself to establish a distance within itself. It thus, simultaneously, 
attempts to ﬁll a lack and create a gap within itself. The harder we try to establish 
some sense of existential equilibrium by our involvement in the world – we eat, we 
inhabit, we labour and possess in an attempt to feel less dislocated from ourselves – the 
more we become aware of our unbearable materiality that cannot be surmounted by 
our increasingly impotent projects in the world. By trying to ﬁll the lack within, we 
become increasingly aware of the need instead for some distance from ourselves.
According to Levinas, the ecstasis of enjoyment does not succeed in surmounting the 
pain, sorrow and suffering that constitute the tragedy of solitude. He maintains that 
in physical pain one’s engagement in existence is without equivocation. In moral pain 
one can preserve an attitude of dignity and compunction, but in physical suffering it is 
impossible to detach oneself from the instant of existence. It is the very irremissibility 
of being with an absolute absence of refuge (ta, 69/163; ti, 238-239/215-216). In this 
sense, suffering is the impossibility of nothingness. One ﬁnds oneself “backed up to 
being” (ti, 238/215). However, along with the impossibility of nothingness, there is 
in suffering the proximity of death. The unknown of death signiﬁes that the subject 
ﬁnds itself in relationship with what does not come from itself, with what is refractory 
to light. In the face of death, the subject ﬁnds itself seized, overwhelmed and utterly 
passive. Death announces an event in relation to which the subject is no longer a 
subject. For Heidegger, being-toward-death signals authentic existence, and hence, the 
very virility of the subject. It is Dasein’s assumption of the uttermost possibilities of 
existence, which precisely makes possible all other possibilities, all possible activity and 
freedom. For Heidegger, death is an event of freedom, the “possibility of impossibility”, 
whereas for Levinas, the subject seems to reach the limit of the possible in suffering. 
For him, death signals “the impossibility of possibility” (ta, 70-71/165; ti, 235/212). 
The approach of death announces a moment at which we are no longer able to be 
able [nous ne ‘pouvons plus pouvoir’] (ta, 74/170).1 The subject loses its very mastery and 
self-constitution as an existent. My solitude, in which existence is triumphantly seized 
and afﬁrmed, is thus not conﬁrmed by death but broken by it. For Levinas, this means 
that existence is, in itself, pluralist. Up until now the very existing of an existent 
was jealously assumed by the subject alone and manifest through enjoyment but also 
1 The verb pouvoir means “to be able” or “can”; the noun means “power”, “force”. Levinas seems to suggest that in 
the face of death (and the Other), the subject not only loses its various powers, but its very ability to have powers, its 
“I can”. Alphonso Lingis, in his translation of TI, also notes this peculiar doubling of the verb pouvoir (pp. 39, 198, 236). 
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through suffering. In death, the existing of the existent is alienated. The other [l’Autre], 
announced in death, does not possess this existing as the subject possesses it; its hold 
over my existing is mysterious. It is not unknown, but unknowable. 
What is conjured up here is not only the alterity of death, but also the alterity of 
the other person. What is common to death and social (ethical) life is an encounter 
with radical alterity. In fact, for Levinas, the encounter with the alterity of death is like 
nothing so much as the encounter with the alterity of the other person, “as though the 
approach of death remained one of the modalities of the relationship with the Other” 
(ti, 234/211). The relationship with the Other (as death here, or as the other person, 
elsewhere) is not a harmonious relationship of communion, but a relationship with a 
Mystery. And if the Other is truly like death, as Levinas insists here, it seems probable 
that the encounter with the Other will lead to the de-subjectivization or dissolution of 
the subject – the “end of mastery” (ta, 74/170), stripped of all semblance of initiative 
or agency. 
For Levinas, death is ungraspable.1 It marks the end of the subject’s virility and heroism 
made possible by the hypostasis. To die is to return to the state of irresponsibility, 
“the simple way out of all the little brick dead ends we scratch our nails against […] 
where the burden, the terrifying hellish weight of self-responsibility…is lifted” (Plath 
2000: 149, 150). It marks a reversal of the subject’s activity into passivity – Macbeth’s 
passivity when there is no longer hope, when he is ﬁnally confronted with Macduff, 
the man not of woman born, the one, according to the witches’ prediction, who will 
bring him to his end: “I’ll not ﬁght with thee” (ta, 73/168). However, prior to death 
there is always a last chance; this is what heroes seize, not death. Spiro/spero.2 And this 
is what Macbeth does seize: “…yet I will try the last.” In reality, death is never seized 
or assumed, it comes. Nothingness is impossible. Hamlet’s words, “to be or not to be”, 
is not the question par excellence, Levinas insists, for in reality we have no choice but 
to be.3 For Levinas, Hamlet is precisely a lengthy testimony to this impossibility of 
assuming death. Ultimately, for Levinas, it is only ethics, that is, how we ought to be, 
that surpasses ontology, the irremissible commitment to being. It is nothingness that 
would have left humankind the possibility of assuming death and snatching a supreme 
mastery from out of the servitude of existence (ta, 73/169). But like death, the encounter 
with the Other or ethics, cannot be assumed by the existent. Levinas’s subject can only 
await the Other’s address and answer it by virtue of the Other’s initiative.
1 Cf. TI, 232-236/208-213. Here Levinas writes: “In the being for death of fear I am not faced with nothingness, but 
faced with what is against me, as though murder, rather than being one of the occasions of dying, were inseparable 
from the essence of death, as though the approach of death remained one of the modalities of the relation with the 
Other” (TI, 234/210-211). The exceptional character of death is not due to its being at the threshold of nothingness or 
of a rebirth, but to the fact that, “in life, it is the impossibility of every possibility, the stroke of total passivity… Thus 
the fear for my being which is my relation with death is not the fear of nothingness, but the fear of violence – and thus 
it extends into the fear of the Other” (ibid., 235/212). 
2 [“If] I breathe, I hope.” (TA, 73/169).
3 Almost thirty-ﬁve years after TA, Levinas recalls Hamlet’s famous question in “Bad conscience and the inexorable,” 
in Cohen (Ed.) 1986: 40. 
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The obvious difﬁculty that arises in this context – of which Levinas is well aware – 
relates to the possibility of the self’s continued existence in the face of the Other, be it 
death or the other person, which announces the alienation of my existence. If it opens 
a way out of solitude, does it not simply come to crush this solitude, to annihilate 
subjectivity itself? According to Levinas, this is the very problem of “the preservation 
of the ego in transcendence”. If the escape from solitude is meant to be something 
other than the absorption of the ego in the term towards which it is projected, and 
if, on the other hand, the subject cannot assume death as it assumes an object, how 
can this reconciliation between the ego and death come about (ta, 78/174)? If in the 
face of death one is no longer able to be able, how can one still remain a self before 
the event it announces?1 This Levinas equates with “the face-to-face with the Other 
… the situation in which an event happens to a subject who does not assume it, who 
is utterly unable in this regard, but where nonetheless in a certain way it is in front of 
the subject” (ta, 78-79/175). 
Although the Other is as mysterious and as life-altering as death, it differs from 
death in a crucial respect. For Levinas, the transcendent Other has the power to 
change us forever, to convert our egoist orientation towards goodness. Levinas will 
maintain that, unlike death, it is capable of annihilating egoism while preserving 
subjectivity.  Exposed to the alterity of the other person, the I’s egoist capacities are 
“reconditioned”, “put into question”, over-exposed, such that the I is ﬁrst for-the-other 
before the very ﬁrstness of its being for-itself. The I’s relationship to itself no longer 
takes ontological precedence. Ethics, as a relationship to the other person, now comes 
ﬁrst (ti, 43/13). 
Henceforth (from ae onwards) Levinas will insist that ethics “does not supplement 
a preceding existential base; the very node of the subjective is knotted in ethics 
understood as responsibility” (Levinas 1985: 95/101). Although the subject is reduced 
to “absolute”, “bottomless”, “anarchic” passivity (ae, 110-111/140-141) in the face of 
the Other, “where consciousness is deprived of all freedom of movement”, in ti it 
still  manages to maintain a minimal distance from the present. In other words, it 
“nonetheless desperately turns into action and into hope” and effects “a disengagement 
within engagement” (ti, 238/216). Miraculously, extreme passivity becomes extreme 
mastery. And it is precisely here that “the will breaks through the crust of egoism and 
as it were displaces its center of gravity outside of itself, to will as Desire and Goodness 
limited by nothing” (ibid., p. 239/217). This “breaking through” should nevertheless 
not be mistaken for an autonomous act on the part of the subject. Rather it is a 
conferred capacity made possible by the Other despite the will’s egoist gravitation.
1 In TA Levinas attempts to address these difﬁculties by way of his lengthy phenomenological analyses of suffering, 
death and fecundity. There he writes, “only a being whose solitude has reached a crispation through suffering, and in 
relation with death, takes its place on a ground where the relationship with the other becomes possible” (TA, 76/171). 
Here Levinas talks about the possibility of “vanquishing death” which is not a problem of eternal life, but of maintaining, 
with the alterity of the event, a relationship that must still be personal (ibid., p. 81/179). Regrettably these themes 
cannot be fully explored here.
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It is thus the Desire for the Other, which is goodness, that liberates the will’s 
inherent egoist gravitation. The egoist will recognizes itself as murderous in the face 
of the Other. A transformation occurs by which the egoist will is turned into the 
good will: “The Desire into which the threatened will dissolves no longer defends 
the powers of a will, but, as the goodness whose meaning death cannot efface, has its 
center outside of itself” (ti, 236/213). According to Levinas, this transformation does not 
necessarily occur, for necessity is an epistemological and ontological category. Rather, 
the good will is elected to its moral status by the Other. It is elected at the moment 
that it is capable “of seeing the offence of the offended, or the face” (ti, 247/225). The 
Other’s judgement is borne upon the subject, but this judgement, according to Levinas, 
does not offend or annihilate subjectivity, but exalts it. The subject is called to “moral 
overstepping beyond all laws” (ti, 246/224). By virtue of this transgression, in which 
the subject has surpassed the limits of its being, it is, at the same time, conﬁrmed 
– conﬁrmed precisely in its interiority. Levinas’s invocation of transgression here is 
reminiscent of the Foucaultian notion which implies work on the limits, in which they 
are pushed further, but never transcended.1 Transcendence of all limits – as in death 
– would imply the disintegration of subjectivity. 
Here Levinas stresses the absolute necessity of maintaining subjectivity as condition 
of ethicality. He argues that it is precisely possible for the ego to be preserved in the 
transcendence towards the Other. To become good implies taking your position facing 
the Other as interlocutor. This position is such that the Other counts more than myself, 
in which my egoism is absolved, but I, as subject, is nonetheless maintained. In this 
sense, it could be argued that even here, in the face of the Other, Levinas’s conception 
of subjectivity is still, to a certain extent, functionally analogous to Foucault’s care 
of the self. To be sure, Levinas’s ethical subject is no longer preoccupied with its 
own economic “auto-personiﬁcation”, but Levinas does maintain that “[i]t is only 
in approaching the Other that I attend to myself (ti, 178/153). As Levinas continues, 
however, the reconditioned subject will eventually appear to be a rather contentious 
source of ethical agency precisely because it no longer exists or acts by virtue of itself. 
Towards the end of the ti, but especially in ae and beyond, Levinas does away with any 
self-caring existential base.2 In ae, the ego will suffer “a deafening trauma” in the face 
of the Other (ae, 111/141). The ethical encounter will become an ambiguous encounter 
where the I is “inspired” while being “sub-jectum” – bogged down with a responsibility 
“for everything and everyone” (ibid., pp. 114/145, 116/147). Subjectivization will take the 
form of subjection as it becomes a being divested of itself, emptied of its being, turned 
inside out (p. 117/149). 
1 Cf. Foucault’s 1963 essay, “A preface to transgression”. Foucault’s notion of transgression will be discussed in the 
conclusive chapter.
2 Paradoxically, in AE atheism is still implied but no longer allowed any right of existence.
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Chapter 4: Being toward the Other
So Levinas has insisted upon the anonymous and irremissible existing that constitutes 
an entire universe, and upon the hypostasis that ends in the mastery of an existent 
over existing, but which, by the same token, is shut up within the ﬁnality of the 
identity that its spatial transcendence in the world does not undo. In other words, 
in an instant and alone in the world the existent is not yet in time. To have time is 
to have the opportunity to begin anew, to escape the deﬁnitiveness of the instant. It 
is not something that the existent can accomplish on its own – the solitary subject 
cannot deny itself; it does not possess nothingness. Salvation, Levinas insists, can only 
come from elsewhere (ee, 93/159). The future is capable of resurrecting the instant 
anew, but only as that which introduces time by participating in the present. This is 
accomplished in the face-to-face with the Other. The Other gives the existent time, 
and time opens up a dimension to the existent shut up within itself (ta, 79/177). 
According to Levinas, the relationship with the other person is a complication of 
our original relationship with alterity in general – the dialectic between the self and 
otherness in the world (ta, 82/180).1 In the world, the existent “feeds” off exteriority 
and effectively relocates alterity within, into its own substantivity through a dialectical 
transmutation.2 This incipient dialectic hones the existent for the ultimate dialectic 
that would redeﬁne its very egocentric constitution. At the same time, it is only by 
being its own creation, by accomplishing its own ipseity, that the “I” can be in a non-
violent relationship to the other person qua Other. 
“Separation is ﬁrst the fact of a being that lives somewhere, from something, that is, that 
enjoys… a process of being that is deduced from itself, that is, that remains separated 
and capable of shutting itself up… but also capable of welcoming this face of inﬁnity 
with all the resources of its egoism: economically” (ti, 216/191). 
Thus the transcendence towards the world in which we relate to provisional alterity, is 
the indispensable precursor of the transcendence of expression, that is, the encounter 
with the absolute alterity of the transcendent Other. 
According to Levinas, in our social relationships in the world, the other person’s 
alterity is veiled by decency and sympathy – here the alterity of the other is violated 
and s/he is turned into an alter ego. It is precisely when the social relationship becomes 
total reciprocity, when beings become interchangeable because they are reciprocal, 
that the ethical relationship with the other becomes impossible.3 It is in this way 
1 Cf. EE, 37-45/55-70 and TI, 240-247/217-225 (“The truth of the will”).
2 See TI, 111/83: “Nourishment, as a means of invigoration, is the transmutation of the other into the same, which 
is in the essence of enjoyment: an energy that is other, recognized as other, recognized, we will see, as sustaining the 
very act that is directed upon it, becomes, in enjoyment, my own energy, my strength, me. All enjoyment is in this 
sense alimentation”.
3 For Foucault, on the other hand, reciprocity does not undermine ethical interaction but is precisely cultivated through 
care of the self. According to the Greco-Romans, the reciprocal nature of ethical relations between people strengthens 
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that sociality ultimately undermines the ethical relationship. On the other hand, the 
social relationship with the other already bears the seeds of alterity as a nonreciprocal 
relationship. The Other as Other is now not an alter ego, but precisely what I myself am 
not. This does not mean that alterity is only encountered as negation. As a negativity, 
it would merely be a relative, and not an absolute alterity. As Levinas explains in 
ti: “This mode of negating while taking refuge in what one negates delineates the 
same and the I” (ti, 41/11). To be able to grasp alterity over and above that which we 
are not, that which we cannot assimilate through understanding, in a truly positive 
and afﬁrmative way, is to grasp the fact that alterity is not on the same plane as the 
afﬁrmation and negation of dialectics, that it is a height, a nobility, a transcendence: 
“Transcendence designates a relation with a reality inﬁnitely distant from my own 
reality, yet without this distance destroying this relation and without this relation 
destroying this distance, as would happen with relations within the same” (ti, 41/12). 
The Other’s transcendence is, simultaneously, a humility. The Other is, for example, 
the weak, the poor, “the widow and the orphan,” where I am the rich and the powerful 
(ta, 83/182). The difference between the Other and me consequently makes for an 
asymmetrical intersubjective space.1
4.1 The asymmetry of the interpersonal
The relationship between the I and the Other is thus an ambiguous relation. It entails 
being in a relationship while absolving oneself from that relationship. This encounter 
presupposes a disengagement since the participants remain absolutely separate. The 
Other expects me to give everything up. I have to give up my egocentric enjoyments 
and accept responsibility for what I have not done, for this will make my existence 
truly meaningful. The Other approaches me both from on high, from a dimension 
of transcendence, and from below as stranger, widow and orphan. As such, it is both 
powerful enough to exact what it asks and powerless against my refusal. It summons 
me to my inﬁnite obligation and judges my egocentric spontaneity. How can I possibly 
respond to such an inﬁnite debt? According to Levinas, the position of the I precisely 
consists in “being able to respond to this essential destitution of the Other, ﬁnding 
resources for myself” (ti, 215/190). In other words, the only way for me to be able to 
respond, is to be an I, that is, separated, independent, self-sufﬁcient – ﬁnding resources 
for myself, that is, taking care of myself. 
The differences between the Other and the I do not depend on different “properties” 
nor on different psychological dispositions. The differences stem from the particular I-
Other conjuncture in which there is an orientation or movement “starting from oneself” 
and proceeding towards “the Other”. The priority of this orientation over the terms that 
are placed in it, and which cannot arise without this orientation, is the determinative 
mutual generosity and openness (HS III, 182/213). Levinas can insist upon non-reciprocal asymmetrical interaction 
because his Other is a transcendent Other, ultimately the Lord God.
1 Cf. TI, 215-216/190-191, 251/229 and passim, speciﬁcally the section entitled “The asymmetry of the interpersonal”.
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factor. It is the orientation which endows the I with its identity and the Other with its 
alterity. Once the ethical relationship has been established, Levinas maintains that the 
I and the Other’s “being” does not precede this orientation, but proceed from it. At the 
same time, however, Levinas insists that 
“separation is ﬁrst the fact of a being that lives somewhere, from something, that is, that 
enjoys. The identity of the I comes to it from its egoism whose insular sufﬁciency is 
accomplished by enjoyment, and to which the face teaches the inﬁnity from which this 
insular sufﬁciency is separated. This egoism is indeed founded on the inﬁnitude of the 
other, which can be accomplished only by being produced as the idea of Inﬁnity in a 
separated being” (ti, 216/191).
There is thus “ﬁrst” a separated being, an independent egology accomplished by 
an economic existence in the world. This separated being is the condition for the 
possibility of being able to respond to the ethical call of the Other. We could assume 
that what Levinas means with “ﬁnding resources for myself” refers to this “preparatory 
stage”1 during which an existent is singularized and honed for that encounter through 
which its being, its existence will ﬁnally become meaningful, or more precisely, will 
be fully accomplished. In other words, according to Levinas, its being is only realized 
when this ontological dimension, the very nature and signiﬁcance of its existence is 
brought to fruition through ethics. I, who am responsible for the other, am less than “a 
being”, thus I am structurally determined by the other’s inﬁnite claim and judgement, 
according to which I am always in default. At the same time, I am more than “a 
being” because, as inﬁnitely responsible, I am free and thus master of the resources 
without which my responsible autonomy would not be possible.2 In this sense, we 
can begin to understand what Levinas means when he writes that “the other does 
indeed invoke this separated being” (ti, 216/191). The fact that this invocation is not 
reducible to calling for a correlative is an indication of the fundamental asymmetry of 
the relationship. A correlative refers to having a mutual or corresponding relationship. 
I do not and cannot correspond to the Other ever. The Other is both more and less 
than a being by the simultaneity of the height and the nakedness revealed in the face. 
The ethical relationship as it is presented in ti presupposes a distance – it still leaves 
room for a coming-into-being of the existent that is deduced from itself. In other 
words, the existent remains separated and capable of both shutting itself up against 
the very appeal that has aroused it, and also capable of welcoming the face with all the 
1 Earlier we have pointed out why the use of the word “stage”, which suggests some chronological progression, is 
problematic in Levinas. At a certain moment he conﬂates the two movements, insisting that the turn towards the self is 
always-already a move towards the Other.
2 It is this claim of being “more” than a being in the face of my inﬁnite responsibility that becomes highly contentious 
in AE. Instead of ﬁnding a subject that is free, autonomous and master of his/her resources, we encounter the self 
as “sub-jectum” (AE, 116/147) – subjection to and substitution for everything, not because it has chosen to do so 
– “before freedom (121/156). “Substitution is not an act”, writes Levinas, “it is a passivity inconvertible into an act 
(ibid., p. 117/149).
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resources of is egoism. In ae, on the other hand, an attenuated version of subjectivity 
takes its place – “subjectivity as the other in the same…the putting into question of all 
afﬁrmation for-oneself” (ae, 111/142). So, whereas the secret of Gyges,1 the secret of the 
inward subject, is broken in ae (p. 145/185), a multiple existing [un exister multiple] (ti, 
220/195) is accomplished in ti – the pluralism of “multiple singularities” (ti, 251/229) 
that refuses totalization but takes form as discourse and as a sort of kinship, which 
Levinas refers to as “fraternity”. 
Levinas thus deals with immanence with a view to transcendence – there is always an 
horizon beyond which delineates the meaning of the here and now, economic existence 
in the world. We should not forget, however, that for Levinas, economic existence is not 
just meaningful by virtue of the ethical signiﬁcation that will be bestowed upon it, or 
introduced into it by the Other. Economic life is signiﬁcant in and of itself.
1 The myth of Gyges, which Levinas refers to in both TI and AE, will be discussed in some length in the next section 
(see Chapter 2, subsection 2).
SECT ION I I I :  TOTAL ITÉ ET INF IN I :  POSED AND DEPOSED
Chapter 1: Being both for and against separation
1.1 The eternal return of the il y a
In ee (1947) and ta (1948), as we have seen, Levinas describes our existential condition 
primarily in terms of the exigency to escape the there is.1 He presents the existent 
as “a dawn of clarity in the horror of the ‘there is’, a moment when the sun rises…” 
(Levinas 1985: 51/50). He introduces the hypostasis of existents, that is, the passage from 
being to a something, from the state of a verb to the state of a thing. He considers 
a being, which is posited, to be “saved”, since it had accomplished an escape from 
the anonymous and indeterminate there is. However, the ego that comes into being, 
that takes up its existence, is always already encumbered by its existence, by the 
unbearably heaviness of being. We suffer its suffocating embrace like the night (ee, 
23/28). In taking up existence, the existent might be liberated from anonimity, but 
its identity is a materiality mired in itself. Even in existence, the there is continues to 
haunt the existent. 
Being posited in being therefore represents only an initial step towards getting free 
from the horriﬁc rumbling of the il y a. From whence an entirely different movement: 
to completely escape the there is, a being must not only be posed but deposed, in the 
sense that one speaks of deposed kings (Levinas 1985: 52/50-51). This deposition of the 
sovereign ego takes the form of subjection to or substitution for the Other. Levinas 
concludes that it is only by taking responsibility for the Other, being-for-the-other, 
that one can ﬁnally escape the senseless rumbling of being.
1 In OE (1935/1936), before the question of ethics is introduced, which will come to represent “a new path out of 
being”, Levinas explains how Being poses and imposes itself to the point of nausea. “What nausea manifests”, according 
to Roland, “is being as the there is [il y a] of the there is being [il y a de l’être]… What nausea manifests is ﬁnally the 
there is [il y a] that murmurs at the depths of nothingness itself” (OE, 24/32). However, the there is will only appear 
as such a decade later in EE, and in the texts to follow it will go under many different names. As we shall see, Levinas 
refers to the il y a as “the bad inﬁnite” (TI, 158-159/132: le mauvais inﬁni) which “annihilates” “the I that approaches” 
it (TI, 77/49). “The bad inﬁnite” as distinguished from “the good inﬁnite” refers to Levinas’s crucial distinction between 
the sacred and the holy. Levinas will argue that what makes the Good good is precisely the fact that it is holy and not 
sacred, that is, that it does not overpower the I but leaves it intact to choose. The Other’s resemblance to the sacred 
nevertheless becomes undeniable in AE. There the horriﬁc rumbling of the there is returns after escape from it has been 
accomplished as a symptom of our irremissible attachment to being.
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In ti (1961) Levinas once again describes the posing of the existent. It takes position 
in the world, more speciﬁcally in the home and gathers possessions to secure the 
future. It loves life and establishes itself as sovereign self-sufﬁcient entity. Although 
it is a dependent being it secures its independence through labour. However, just as 
it comes into its kingdom, it is dispossessed and deposed. The one responsible for its 
dethronement is the Other. The Other calls the existent to give up everything and to 
accept responsibility for what it has not done.
Why would the I give up all that it has worked to accomplish? Sure, life is hard 
– one’s freedom is marred by the crushing weight of responsibility, the future menaces 
with insecurity, and in the background the there is rumbles and roars. But life is also 
enjoyment, ﬁrst en foremost. The I loves life because through its efforts and labour it 
can lighten its existential load, provide for tomorrow and drown out the rumbling. 
Why then would it answer the ethical call only to be overthrown? What does it stand 
to gain from deposition? The question begs even though we know that for Levinas 
ethics cannot be reduced to an economic(al) transaction. For as Visker (1999: 259) 
points out, if the Other would simply offer me a possibility to escape myself, if I would 
use him as a means to lighten my own load, I would not have left my egocentrism. If 
I simply exchange altruism to do for me what egoism failed to do, I simply change the 
“content” of my egocentrism while leaving its “form” intact.  To be sure, the Other is 
the only form of alterity sufﬁciently other to completely free the existent from its heavy 
materiality. So one might nevertheless wonder whether there is some measure of self-
interest in the self’s openness towards the Other, whether the self does not, to a certain 
extent and in some way, need the Other –– to silence the horriﬁc rumbling and to 
alleviate the burden of existence? After all, the Other might dethrone the sovereign 
ego but it can also prevent the existent’s imminent self-implosion. This negativity is 
central to the existential condition – it is what propels the need for escape. 
Later, towards the end of ti and in ae, this negativity takes on new signiﬁcance. In 
ti this insecurity will open up a new dimension within the interiority of enjoyment. 
This dimension does not issue from the revelation of the Other(!) but somehow from 
nothingness. This insecurity, the margin of nothingness enclosing interior life, is the 
concern for the morrow. Through this dimension the separated being will be able to await 
and welcome the revelation of transcendence (ti, 150/124). So the there is also appears as the 
condition for ethical subjectivity, but that is not all. Whereas society with the Other 
marks the end of the absurd rumbling of the there is, this very same there is will also 
come to characterize the ethical relation with the Other. Whereas before one could not 
escape from the irremissibility of being, now one cannot escape from the overexposure 
to the Other. Interiority is turned into an “inwardness without secrets” (ae, 138/176), 
exhausting itself in exposing itself (ibid., p. 143/182). “Substituting itself for the other”, 
“responsibility for the neighbor” “leaves to the subject no refuge in its secrecy that would 
protect it… and cover over its evasion”. The subject is forced to come out of “the dark 
corners of the ‘as-for-me’, which offered a “hiding-place”. The “identity of the subject 
is ﬂushed out without being able to slip away” (144/184, my emphasis). This is the 
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“dispossession of the self, the self leaving the clandestinity of its identiﬁcation”. I am 
overexposed “as though put under a leaden sun without protecting shadows, where 
every residue of my mystery vanishes, every mental reservation through which evasion 
would be possible” (145/184-185). This “transparency without opaqueness” (146/186) 
features as nothing but another avatar of the il y a.
How  then does the ethical relation with the Other alleviate the negativity at the 
heart of our existential condition? Levinas characterizes our being-in-the-world as a 
relationship of correspondence between need and its satisfaction. When I reach for 
things in the world that I need, I manage to establish some distance from myself, but 
once my need is satisﬁed, I return to myself like a material mass collapsing back onto 
itself. This would mean that if the Other person merely satisﬁed a need within the 
existent – the need for alleviation of the unbearable heaviness of materiality – this 
movement towards the Other would not remain in the beyond but would return upon 
satisfaction. A need is, after all, per deﬁnition, always fulﬁllable. However, this relation 
between the self and the Other has to be kept open in order to sustain the alleviation 
from materiality. It is something that can only be accomplished as desire. Desire cannot 
be satisﬁed once and for all. Levinas describes desire as an ever-growing hunger, a 
simultaneous going towards an objectless dimension and a pulling away from every 
being. Possession of the desired is refused: the lack remains unfulﬁllable and the 
surplus or excess remains unfulﬁlling. As desire, the movement between the self and 
the other would be maintained as a relationship – the dynamic ﬂow between the poles 
of the I’s deﬁciency and the Other’s superabundance.
The question still remains, however, why the inherently egoist I would be responsive 
to the ethical call of the Other? In the ﬁrst instance upon confrontation with the Other, 
the I must at least be able to “hear” the call of the Other and be able and willing to 
respond. At this point, the existent is not deﬁcient, but self-sufﬁcient. What would 
make the ethical call “audible” to an I completely immersed in self-involvement? Why 
would it risk dispossession and deposition by answering the call that asks everything? 
Why, because this negativity makes egoism susceptible to the Other. It is the loophole in 
the I’s sufﬁciency, the gap through which the Other can slip in, as it were. The inherent 
negativity at the heart of our existential condition – being mired in a materiality 
always on the brink of self-implosion and always menaced by future insecurity – at 
least as it is described by Levinas in ee and ta, therefore cannot be negated in favour 
of the purely excessive ethical relation born of desire. Towards the end of ti, Levinas 
will declare the existent’s auto-affection abstract in favour of an affectedness by the 
Other. Later in ae, this affectedness will be radicalized to the point of becoming a 
traumatization. Up until then he maintains that the egoism of the I is converted into 
ethicality despite the I, but also because of it. The negativity at the heart of the human 
condition and the economic existence to which it gives rise, are presented as a necessary 
condition for the ethical conversion. 
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1.2 From indigence to abundance
Thus in ae Levinas will abandon the economic or aesthetical aspect of care of the self 
which constitutes the existent’s response to this negativity, and which, up until then, 
preceded the ethical conversion as necessary precursor. It could be argued that this 
elision or abandonment is Levinas’s response to what he himself later realized to be a 
“ﬂaw” in his reasoning: given the emphasis on separation and the need to escape from 
the burden of existence, the introduction of the question of ethics in Levinas’s work 
could be read as a “remedy” for the subject’s existential problem. If ethics facilitates 
the subject’s escape, ethics seems to be in the service of the subject, and the same old 
return of the same is perpetuated. Critical readers could therefore argue that this 
explains the necessity of the reworking of the question of ethics in ae. Economic self-
formation, which constitutes the very grounds for a functional analogy with Foucault, 
is here negated in favour of an invocation by the Other (cf. Levinas 1985: 996/101-102). 
The only way in which Levinas could eradicate need is by stripping the existent of 
its needy nature – a needy nature which its economic self-sufﬁciency could not undo. 
However, the subject turned out to have grown attached to its neediness – no one parts 
with their neurosis easily. So it had to be torn from the subject, ripped out, leaving it 
to bleed to death. It is but a shell of its former self – no longer able to be egocentric 
for it is without ego, no longer able to be responsible for it cannot be anything – it is 
incapacitated. Now Somebody Else is acting for the subject, for the self is the Other 
in the self. 
Levinas cannot do away with the existent’s “deﬁciency” in favour of an ethical 
subject which always-already has the idea of Inﬁnity, without running the risk of 
turning ethics into a predestination or predetermination. For, as we shall see, the idea 
of Inﬁnity predisposes us to saying “yes” to the call of the Other without ever having 
had the opportunity to choose or distinguish between yes or no. As a consequence, 
Levinas’s distinction between the holy, which retains the separated I’s “as-for-me”, 
and the sacred, which “annihilates” “the I who approaches it” (ti, 77/49) threatens to 
collapse.1 At times in ae, this distinction does indeed seem to topple. On p. 136/173-
174, for example, Levinas writes: “The condition of being hostage is not chosen; if there 
had been a choice, the subject would have kept his as-for-me, and the exits found in 
inner life. But this subjectivity… is for the other… expiating for him”. “[T]he one in 
the-one-for-the-other” no longer offers any retreat. At other times, Levinas stresses 
the necessity of maintaining the I: “the revelation is made by him that receives it” (ae, 
156/199)2 and “[i]n it [persecution] the fabric of the same, self-possession in a present, 
is never broken” (ibid., p. 111/142). The Good for Levinas, is good precisely because it 
leaves us a choice. 
1 Later we shall return to this distinction which is crucial to understanding Levinas’s ethical metaphysics (See Chapter 4, 
subsection 3 of this section).
2 The French text reads: “la révélation se fait par celui qui la reçoit” (AE, 199).
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The constitutive lack within the Levinasian existent does not account for the 
ethical relation, because in need the (provisional) alterity of the world is reduced to 
the same/self. The alterity of the Other, on the other hand, is irreducible and Desire is 
insatiable. What the constitutive lack does explain is the existent’s initial receptiveness 
or susceptibility to the call of the Other. Relating to provisional otherness in the world 
prepares the subject for the encounter with absolute otherness. Need, in other words, 
gives Desire a foothold. The initial care for self, the purely egotistical involvement 
and aesthetical formation of our separated existence have ethics as motive. Would the 
existent as a system-unto-itself, as completely self-sufﬁcient, lacking nothing that it 
cannot satisfy by its existential praxis of nourishment in the world respond to the call 
of the Other? In light of Levinas’s own description of subjectivity, it seems unlikely: 
“Separation is accomplished positively as the interiority of a being referring to itself and 
maintaining itself of itself – all the way to atheism! This self-reference is concretely 
constituted or accomplished as enjoyment or happiness. It is an essential sufﬁciency, 
which in its expansion…is even in possession of its own origin” (ti, 299/275).
The chapters to come trace Levinas’s separation of two movements in ti: the movement 
of separation or insistence constitutive of an existent, effected in enjoyment; and the 
movement of ecstatic existence, the experience of transcendence by which it opens to 
exteriority. The ﬁrst represents the movements of position, inhabitation, labour, and 
possession (economic life) by which an existent accomplishes its self-positing or auto-
personiﬁcation. In ti Levinas shows how separation or ipseity is produced primordially 
in the enjoyment of happiness, “how in this enjoyment the separated being afﬁrms an 
independence that owes nothing, neither dialectically nor logically, to the other which 
remains transcendent to it”. Levinas calls this absolute independence “atheism” and 
shows how it is accomplished “in all the plenitude of economic existence” (ti, 60/31, 109-
180/79-158 [Section II]). It is here that we shall ﬁnd elements that function analogously 
to Foucault’s aesthetic self-formation – an auto-affection which is a necessary condition 
for the possibility of being affected by the Other. The second movement refers to those 
of discourse, desire, and ethics, by which it is ﬁnally able to transcend itself. In ee and 
ta the ﬂight from oneself, the movement to exteriority issues out of need, out of the 
burden the existent is unto itself, whereas in ti it is rather provoked from the outside 
– by Desire – in the existent’s being contented with the content it is unto itself (Levinas 
1987b: xii-xiii). The insecurity of the future, in which the ominous roar of the il y a 
is still audible, is nevertheless responsible for a dimension opening up in interiority 
“through which is will be able to await and welcome the revelation of transcendence” 
(ti, 150/124).
For Levinas then, as for Foucault, the constitution of the I as system-unto-itself is 
a necessary condition for being open to the Other. In ti (p. 215/190) Levinas writes: 
“for my position as I consists in being able to respond to this essential destitution of 
the Other, ﬁnding resources for myself”. The atheist separation is required by the idea 
of Inﬁnity, but not dialectically brought about by it, since the existent as separated 
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interiority is in no way dependent upon the other. In other words, before I am confronted 
by the Other, the process of self-formation hones me, shapes me into a susceptible state 
– by myself I become that which the Other can address. At the same time, Levinas 
insists that the latter movement, which results in the relation between the same and 
the other, does not undo the separation attested in transcendence (ti, 60/31).
In the ﬁnal instance, then, it is desire and not need that is responsible for sustaining 
the relationship between the self and the Other. According to the Levinas of ti, the 
existent responds to the call of the Other despite-itself, despite its essential sufﬁciency. 
At the same time, he insists that the existent is able to respond precisely because of its 
separation and independence. Separation has honed it for openness towards the Other, 
but the Other is that which triggers a response. Desire is invoked by the Other and 
leaves the existent utterly passive. In the latter part of ti, Levinas further maintains 
that radical separation and a relationship with the Other are produced simultaneously. 
The existent as ﬁnite is predisposed towards the Other, because it has the idea of 
Inﬁnity – it always-already had the idea of Inﬁnity.1 Despite the supposed simultaneity 
of auto-affection and Other-invocation, Levinas will also insist that the existent 
accomplishes separation positively, and not by a negation of the being from which it 
separates. “[T]hus precisely it can welcome that being” and be host, Levinas writes (ti, 
299/276).  In what follows we shall trace the deployment of Levinas’s thought on this 
matter in ti and point to the problematic nature of these assumptions. It will serve 
to support our argument in favour of the indispensibility of aesthetic self-formation 
(or “economic auto-personiﬁcation” in Levinas’s terminology) to ethics. More generally, 
it will constitute the deﬁnitive and conclusive part of our efforts to produce a more 
compelling reading of Levinas’s early work than that found in most of the secondary 
literature.
Chapter 2: Need versus Desire
2.1 Self-creation and Other-invocation: a sequence turned simultaneous
Already in the ﬁrst part of the ﬁrst section of ti, “Metaphysics and transcendence”, 
Levinas plunges into the heart of the distinction between need and desire. According to 
him, metaphysics, as a movement or desire towards the “elsewhere” and the “otherwise”, 
towards the “other in an eminent sence”, should be reinstated. To show how the old 
Platonic conception and practice of philosophy as an ascension towards the truth “yonder” 
1 This conviction is echoed in AE: “Why does the Other concern me? … Am I my brother’s keeper? These questions 
have meaning only if one has already supposed that the ego is concerned only with itself… In this hypothesis it indeed 
remains incomprehensible that the absolute outside-of-me, the other, would concern me. But in the ‘prehistory’ of 
the ego posited for itself speaks a responsibility. The self is through and through a hostage, older than the ego, prior 
to principles” (p. 117/150). According to Levinas, this is the only reason why there is pity, compassion and pardon in 
the world.
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[là-bas] (ti, 33/3) must be retaken, Levinas starts with a phenomenological analysis of 
desire. However, this turning to the otherwise and the height of the “elsewhere” is 
not an attempt to ﬂee from worldliness. The voice of Heidegger, who determined the 
human mode of existence as “being-in-the-world”, can be heard equally loudly in the 
“metaphysics” announced by Levinas. It aims to overcome the totality of physis so as 
to be able to respect transcendence or trans-ascendence (ti, 35/5) as the relation from 
the Same to an irreducible Other.1 This thought occupies the space between the “here-
below” in the world [ici-bas] and the “elsewhere” [là-bas]. Thus, the economy of our 
immanence and autonomy, the reign of the Same, must be disrupted by an absolute 
alterity – not as a way to exempt us from our worldly responsibilities, but as the 
absolute condition for an ethical world. Levinas’s reasoning consequently rests on the 
assumption that the Same/self is inherently evil because it is naturally inclined towards 
the violation of alterity. This self is in no way capable of assuming its responsibilites 
of its own accord as is presupposed by Foucault’s practices of the self.2 More worrying 
perhaps, is the fact that Levinas’s emphasis on the passivity of the ethical subject 
inadvertently exempts the subject from taking any ethical initiative.3 To our mind, 
this makes for a very powerful case in favour of care of the self.
Desire features in Levinas’s thinking as the concrete way of human transcendence 
to the truly Other. While the satisfaction of needs represents the mechanism of our 
worldly economy, desire radically reorientates the reﬂexes of that economy. “Need” 
describes all human orientations towards something that is lacking. Although need 
can be fulﬁlled, satisfaction is always temporary and therefore overshadowed by the 
pain of privation. Radically different from need, desire cannot be satisﬁed because it 
cannot be fulﬁlled. Its transcendence to the exterior is not an anticipation of fulﬁlment 
or a precursor to integration. On the contrary, its “hunger” is intensiﬁed to the same 
extent to which it approaches the desired. The desired cannot have any function or 
place in the economy of the desiring one. This gives the desired not only the character 
of exteriority but also of height: the Other is the Most-High (ti, 34/4). Insofar as all 
1 According to Levinas, “transcendence… is necessarily a transascendence” (TI, 35/5). What is speciﬁc to 
transascendence is that “the distance it expresses… enters into the way of existing of the exterior being” (ibid.). 
According to Visker (1999: 237), Levinas’s distinction between the transascendent and the transdescendent is yet 
another oppositional pair referring to his distinction between “the bad inﬁnite” and “the good inﬁnite” be that God or 
the Good (TI 158-159/132). Although crucial it would appear as if this distinction occurs only once in Levinas’s work.
2 On the other hand, the Other is assumed to be Good – able and willing to arrest this egoist economy. Levinas’s claims 
are far from commonly accepted and highly religiously inﬂected. Those who choose not to believe or take the leap of faith 
– the overwhelming majority perhaps – are given no recourse to ethical action by Levinas.
3 The danger exists, of course, of conﬂating Levinas’s thinking with monotheistic religion – especially the many “Judeo-
Christian” variations. We do not have the space to explore those distinctions here but the reader should be aware that 
the criticism levelled against Levinas aims only to problematize his “mature” conception of ethical subjectivity with 
its overriding emphasis on passivity. The Christian Bible, for example, also stresses that “God helps those who help 
themselves” as is clearly demonstrated by the parable of the ten coins (Luke 19: 11-27). Interestingly enough, this saying 
is nowhere to be found in all of Scripture but originated from Greek mythology (speciﬁcally Aesop’s fable, “Hercules 
and the wagoner”).
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things can be “visualized” by presenting them through perception and by representing 
them through reﬂection, the desired is invisible, irrepresentable, and nonconceptual. 
As such, desire cannot have the structure of intentionality – there is no correspondence 
between desire and the desired. Inﬁnity is not the “object” of a cognition since that 
would reduce it to the measure of the gaze that contemplates it. Rather, inﬁnity is the 
desirable, that which arouses Desire, “that which is approachable by a thought that, at 
each instant, thinks more than it thinks” (ti, 62/33). A ﬁnite being thinks inﬁnity or has 
the idea of Inﬁnity. This does not imply that the inﬁnite is an immense object that 
overﬂows the horizons of the gaze. Levinas explains: “It is Desire that measures the 
inﬁnity of the inﬁnite, for it is a measure through the very impossibility of measure” 
(ibid.). This is not an economic transaction – there is no equivalence between the lack 
within the existent and the excess or surplus of the ethical relation with the Other. 
The lack within the existent, the need to overcome the burden that it is unto itself 
is now replaced by contentment with the content it is unto itself. In other words, a 
dimension opens in interiority through which it will be able to welcome the relevation 
of transcendence. Although Levinas will later maintain that this “frontier” does not 
come from “the relevation of the Other… but somehow from nothingness” (ti 150/124, 
my emphasis),1 here he insists that the movement towards alterity does not emanate 
from a need, which proceeds from the subject, but as Desire – “an aspiration that the 
Desirable [the Other] animates” (ti, 62/33). Paradoxically, this Desire still issues from the 
existent – it is the existent’s aspiration, but is not evoked by some deﬁciency within the 
existent. On the contrary, the subject that desires the Desirable lacks nothing:
“The separated being is satisﬁed, autonomous, and nonetheless searches after the other 
with a search that is not incited by the lack proper to need nor by the memory of a lost 
good” (ibid.).
It is important to note the turning point in Levinas’s deployment of subjectivity. The 
existent’s existence is no longer determined by an inherent “lack”, which is in actual 
fact an unbearable heaviness. It is now “content with the content it is unto itself” as if 
the worldly riches it has acquired after a lifetime of miserable labour are ﬁnally able to 
compensate for its more profound existential misery. It has found a surrogate for the 
Other in the world it would seem, and Levinas will now argue that it no longer needs 
the Other, that it is thoroughly atheist and independent. But then Levinas adds another 
twist to the tale by introducing a simultaneity. At ﬁrst sight, it would appear as if this 
egoist existent – despite its self-sufﬁciency and atheism – desires the Other of its own 
accord. For a very brief moment, one is led to believe that Levinas has changed his mind, 
that he decided to invest the egoist existent with the capacity to actively participate 
in the ethical gesture of approaching the Other. How else are we to understand the 
fact that “this Desire still issues from the existent”, that it is “the existent’s aspiration”? 
1 In this context, “nothingness” refers to the negativity at the heart of the existent’s being – the effort to evade the 
gravity of materiality and the menace of the there is.
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However, at the same time, he maintains that “Desire originates from its ‘object’”; it 
proceeds from the Other (ti, 62/33). What are we to make of this strange dynamic 
which simultaneously issues from the existent and proceeds from the Other? There 
is either something already inherently part of the self that predisposes it towards the 
appeal that emanates from the Other, like the inherent negativity which “fuels” its 
economic existence. But this has been replaced – albeit only for a brief moment – by 
a contentment with the content the existent is unto itself. According to an alternative 
interpretation, the existent is thoroughly egoist, like a “hungry stomach without ears” 
(ti, 134/107), entirely deaf to the Other’s appeal. For the latter deaf existent to “hear” 
the Other’s call it will have to receive a certain susceptibility-for-the-Other from the 
Other – like the idea of Inﬁnity which the Other puts into the existent. 
Without offering us any easy answers, Levinas will proceed to defend both explanatory 
schemes. The “lack” or existential negativity will return like a recurring nightmare. 
Moreover, Levinas will defend both despite the fact that they are presented as mutually 
exclusive. They are mutually exclusive because the Other turns the existent into a 
radically passive receptacle. The Other leaves the existent no room for showing any 
ethical initiative. Need paves the way for Desire, like the economic paves the way for 
the ethical, but if they were to occur at the same time, need will contaminate Desire. 
Desire can only appear once need has been satisﬁed, once the existent has established 
itself as thoroughly self-sufﬁcient. And yet, Levinas will insist that the pure enjoyment 
of economic existence is an abstraction because the subject always-already has the 
idea of Inﬁnity. This insistence upon the abstract nature of separation seems to create 
more problems than it solves for why would we have to combat the evil of egoism if 
everyone was always-already turned and turning to face their inﬁnite responsibility 
towards others?
Levinas therefore insists that the ethical relation between the self and the Other 
should be understood in terms of desire because desire is essentially insatiate and 
insatiable. The distance that separates them cannot be abolished; it is untraversable, 
and at the same time traversed – a relation without relation. Their separation is an 
essential impossibility of fusion. Desire takes the place of need when concern for you 
own life is replaced by a concern for the Other’s life, when you realize that your life is 
taking the place of someone else’s.1 
According to Foucault, on the other hand, the ancients did not consider need as 
something ethically suspect (hs iii, 54/69). To help others was considered a duty and 
to expect help in return was seen as a right. The reciprocal nature of ethical relations 
between people strengthened mutual generosity and openness. When I needed another 
person, I showed myself to be vulnerable – exposing my soft underbelly as it were. 
Instead of deﬁning need exclusively in terms of the violation of alterity through 
1 According to Levinas (1985: 121/130-131), “the crisis of being, the otherwise than being, are indeed marked by the 
fact that what is most natural becomes most problematic. Do I have the right to be? Is being in the world not 
taking the place of someone? The naive and natural perseverance in being is put into question” (my emphasis).
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incorporation, the Greeks saw it as a way for the self to open itself up to the other, 
casting a vote of conﬁdence and trust by exposing oneself to possible violation by the 
other. To be sure, they were very much aware of the danger of violation and made 
provisions for that: self-mastery, the telos of care of the self, had to prevent interaction 
with others from becoming violating. 
For Levinas, the double-sidedness of desire as separation and relation is an indication 
of the fact that human existence is a two-dimensional reality: as separated individuals, 
we are independent and egocentric, masters of an economy that is also an egonomy; as 
transcending towards the Other another dimension to our existence opens up – that 
of transcendence, alterity, and the impossibility of totalization and identiﬁcation. 
Throughout ee and ta, and for most of ti, Levinas creates the impression that these 
two movements occur in a chronological sequence in which the economic precedes the 
ethical since the former is a necessary condition for the latter.
At ﬁrst sight then it would appear as if Levinas’s scheme collapses into a binary 
opposition: on the one hand, we have the economic existence which is completely 
atheist and strictly egotistical, and which leaves the existent with no recourse to ethical 
action. On the other hand, we have the ethical existence initiated and sustained by a 
transcendent Other, so radically other as to be impossible to objectify or conceptualize 
in any way. This Other subjects the egoist existent to a law that says “no” to egoism 
and murder, but it is also through this Other that the existent’s existence becomes 
meaningful – that the ethical subject is invoked. However, as we mentioned above, 
towards the end of ti Levinas invalidates the sequential account he has given thus far 
of self-creation and Other-invocation by insisting upon their simultaneousness.
It would almost seem as if Levinas had to insist upon this simultaneity to avoid the 
danger of constructing a binary opposition susceptible to totalization. The subject is 
then forced to perform some kind of quantum magic act in which it is in two places at 
the same time – ﬁrmly entrenched in immanence as egoist existent and transcending 
itself as converted ethical subject. It could be that Levinas herewith tried to describe 
the converted ethical subject’s continuing struggle against an inherently egoist nature. 
However, in light of his later works this explanation becomes increasingly implausible. 
There Levinas describes ethical subjectivity, also called creature, as “bottomless” 
or “deathlike passivity”. This is “the passivity of a trauma”, “the passivity of being 
persecuted”. “The subjectivity as the other in the same…is the putting in question 
of all afﬁrmation for-oneself, all egoism born again”. But Levinas is quick to add 
that “[t]his putting in question is not a preventing!” (ae, 111/141-142). Once again 
the subject is conceived as double agent: although persecuted and traumatized to the 
point of “bottomless passivity” it is still supposedly able to revert to egoism. Despite 
the ambiguous status attributed to separation in ae, it nevertheless retains its pride of 
place in much of ti.1
1 Also in AE (p. 111/142, for example) Levinas will insist that “[i]n it [the recurrence of persecution by the Other] the 
fabric of the same, self-possession in a present, is never broken”. However, as we have seen in Section 1, Chapter 3 of 
this part, this insistence becomes increasingly problematic and anything but evident in AE.
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For the Levinas of ti, atheism is not only a necessary condition of ethicality but 
the identity of the Same has to be conserved if the ethical relation is to be maintained. 
Contrary to the Greek ethics of care which gives rise to the formation and development 
of symmetrical and reciprocal relationships (hs iii, 182/213), the Levinasian subject’s 
relation to the Other is asymmetrical – it is different from the relation of the Other 
to me. “In this sense, I am responsible for the Other without waiting for reciprocity… 
Reciprocity is his affair” (Levinas 1985: 98/105). To maintain the irreversible and 
nonreciprocal relation and the absolute distance, the identity of the Same and the alterity 
of the Other have to remain intact. For the Other to be other in relation to the Same, 
the Same has to be maintained as such: 
“The alterity, the radical heterogeneity of the other, is possible only if the other is other 
with respect to a term whose essence is to remain at the point of departure, to serve as 
entry into the relation, to be the same, not relatively, but absolutely. A term can remain 
absolutely at the point of departure of relationship only as I” (ti, 36/6). 
In other words, the I or egoism is the condition for the possibility of transcendence 
and dedication to the nonego that is the Other. “Alterity is possible only starting from 
me” (ti, 40/10). In what way then can Levinas’s philosophy avoid ﬁxing an opposition 
between a narcissistic ego and a moral law of altruism that should be urged upon its 
egoism? By insisting that the ego is at the same time turned and returned to itself by 
the spontaneous egoism of its being alive and transcendent, that is, exceeding its own 
life by a nonegoistic “hunger” (desire) for generosity towards the Other. This duality, 
he maintains, is not the classical twofold of body and spirit. The reﬂexivity of the 
ego’s self-identiﬁcation is as corporeal, sensible, and affective as the ego’s orientation 
and dedication to the Other. Later in ae, Levinas expresses this simultaneity as “the 
tearing away of the mouthful of bread from the mouth that tastes in full enjoyment” 
(p. 74/93).
Contrary to the confrontation with the Other which can question and radically 
reorient the I towards its inﬁnite responsibility, the otherness of the world leaves the I 
unaffected. It is not sufﬁciently other to alter the I.
The way of the I against the ‘other’ of the world consists in sojourning, in identifying 
oneself by existing here at home with oneself [chez soi]…In the world, which is from the 
ﬁrst other, the I is nonetheless autochtonous” (ti, 37/7). 
In the world, the I ﬁnds a site [lieu] and a home [maison]. Dwelling is the very mode 
of maintaining oneself [se tenir]; it is the idea of an active identity with oneself. It 
also involves the notion of holding oneself up [se tient], of having a stance, which is 
simultaneously an enabling position. The world is a site that affords means – where I 
can, where, dependent upon a reality that is other, I am, despite this dependence and 
because of it, free (ibid.).
The otherness of the world thus differs radically from the absolute alterity of the 
Other. By its very nature, the Same harbours the constant possibility of possessing or 
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suspending the very alterity of what is only at ﬁrst other – other relative to me. What 
is absolutely other, on the other hand, does not only resist possession, but contests it. 
Here Levinas stresses again that the concreteness of egoism is important for the very possibility 
of metaphysics (ti, 38/8). Egoism is then not simply ethically reprehensible, but ethically 
necessary. If the same would establish its identity by simple opposition to the other, it 
would already be a part of a totality encompassing the same and the other.  The self is 
therefore in and of itself self. As self-created it is even in possession of its own origin (ti, 
299/276). The question then becomes how this self-created self, this system-unto-itself 
avoid becoming a local force of domination over the Other? How can the same, produced 
as egoism, enter into a relationship with an other without immediately divesting it of 
its alterity? Precisely because the self is completely self-sufﬁcient, because it does not 
need anything or anyone, its relation to the Other will not be exploitative. In this 
sense Levinas’s thinking is clearly functionally analogous to Foucault’s. Although the 
Greeks did not consider need as such to be ethically reprehensible, they acknowledged 
the danger of violation. The telos of care of the self consisted in the establishment 
of complete self-sufﬁciency and self-mastery which would prevent the exploitation of 
others. But Levinas goes beyond Foucault by insisting upon an absolute Alterity. The 
Levinasian subject is related to an outside that is so much outside that it can allow itself 
to go to the very heart of the subject without running the risk of being absorbed by it. 
To understand the nature of this relationship, an elucidation of Levinas’s conception of 
the absolute independence of the I in relation to the other is needed.
2.2 The myth of Gyges: interiority explained
In ti Levinas makes several references to the myth of Gyges as the myth par excellence 
of the I and interiority. In Plato’s Republic (II, 359b-360c), the myth is introduced by 
Glaucon in support of his claim that the only reason why people act morally is that 
they lack the power to behave otherwise. Take away the fear of punishment, and the 
“just” and the “unjust” person will both behave in the same way: unjustly, immorally.
Gyges was a shepherd in the service of the king of Lydia. There was a great storm, and 
an earthquake made a chasm in the earth close to where he was pasturing his ﬂock. 
Amazed at the sight, he descended into the chasm, where, among other marvels, he 
beheld a hollow brazen horse. Inside the huge hollow horse he saw a corpse, a dead body 
which appeared to him to be of great stature, wearing nothing but a gold ring. He took 
the gold ring from the ﬁnger of the dead man and reascended. 
When the time came for the shepherds to hold their customary assembly in order 
to prepare their monthly report to the king about the state of the ﬂocks, Gyges also 
attended, wearing this ring. While he was sitting with the others, he happened to 
move the collet of the ring around into the inside of his hand; having done this, he 
disappeared from the sight of those who were sitting beside him. He was amazed and 
once again turned the collet outwards and reappeared. Having discovered his newfound 
power, he at once arranged to be one of the envoys to the king; where as soon as he 
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arrived he seduced the queen, and with her help conspired against the king, slew him, 
and took the kingdom (cf. Plato 1963: 90-91).
The point that Glaucon was trying to make was that no man, no matter how just, 
would be able to stand fast in justice in the face of such power. Left to their own 
devices, all men – whether just or unjust – will act immorally for justice does not 
emanate from within. With the aid of the ring, Gyges became invisible and “broke 
with participation”. Participation, according to Levinas, is a way of referring to the 
other: “it is to have and unfold one’s own being without at any point losing contact 
with the other” (ti, 61/32). To break with participation is to maintain contact, but no 
longer derive one’s being from this contact: “it is to see without being seen, like Gyges”. 
It is to draw one’s existence from oneself, to come forth from a dimension of interiority 
(ibid.). When Gyges became invisible, the assembled shepherds spoke of him as if he 
was no longer there – he became an absolutely independent interiority “which exists 
non-recognized”. Gyges saw those who looked at him without seeing him, and he 
knew that he was not seen, that his crimes would not be seen. His position involved 
the impunity of a being alone in the world. Such a solitary being alone is capable 
of uncontested and unpunished freedom. “The inner life, the I, separation”, writes 
Levinas, “are uprootedness itself, non-participation, and consequently the ambivalent 
possibility of error and of truth”. To do the right thing, to act morally does not rest 
on the privation of need, i.e. it is not something I have to do out of necessity. Truth 
precisely presupposes a being autonomous in separation. “To seek and to obtain truth 
is to be in a relation not because one is deﬁned by something other than oneself, but 
because in a certain sense one lacks nothing” (ibid.).
The quest for truth, according to Levinas, is driven by the idea of exteriority – it 
does not emanate from within the separated being even though the separated being is 
the condition for truth. 
“The conversion of the soul to exteriority, to the absolutely other, to Inﬁnity, is not 
deducible from the very identity of the soul, for it is not commensurate with the soul. 
The idea of inﬁnity hence does not proceed from the I, nor from a need in the I gauging 
exactly its own voids; here the movement proceeds from what is thought and not from 
the thinker” (ti, 61/33).
However, if the separated being is naturally atheist, how does it come to “think” this 
idea of Inﬁnity? According to Levinas, this inﬁnite thought, thought by a ﬁnite being, 
is not the “object” of some cognition. Rather it implies that the ﬁnite being at each 
moment thinks more than it thinks.1 This “more” or surplus is revealed to the ﬁnite 
1 Levinas starts from the Cartesian idea of the Inﬁnite, where the ideatum of this idea, that is, what this idea aims at, is 
inﬁnitely greater than the very act through which one thinks it. For Descartes, this is one of the proofs of God’s existence: 
thought cannot produce something that exceeds thought; the idea of the Inﬁnite had to be put into us by an inﬁnite God. 
However, this is not what interests Levinas. Rather, he focuses on “the very paradox – so anti-Greek – of an idea put into 
me, even though Socrates taught us that it is impossible to put an idea into a thought without it already 
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being from the outside. The inﬁnite cannot emanate from within the ﬁnite. The atheist 
being receives religion from the Other. There is no equivalence or reciprocity between 
the lack within the existent and the excess or surplus of the ethical relation with 
the Other, as if the self and the Other would complete each other. They sufﬁce to 
themselves (ti, 103/77). The lack within the existent, the need to overcome the burden 
that it is unto itself is now replaced by contentment. This relation of Desire represents 
the life of beings that have arrived at self-possession. 
Thus, to be capable of Desire, to ﬁnally be able to respond to the ethical call 
of the Other, the existent must be truly separate, i.e. in full possession of itself. To 
accomplish full separation, the existent ﬁrst cared for itself – it nourished itself, it 
lived economically in-the-world and formed itself independently as system-unto-itself. 
This care was driven by an inherent lack, the need to overcome its unbearable heavy 
materiality, to drown out the horrifying rumbling of the there is. In ti the existent 
has ﬁnally overcome this need. It now no longer wants to overcome its materiality, 
but is content with its existential gravity. It is no longer dependent upon exteriority 
in any way and fully possesses its being (ti, 102/76). Instead of needing and feeding 
off provisional exteriority, it goes beyond its plenitude (ibid., p. 103/76) and Desires 
absolute exteriority:
“…the plane of the needy being, avid for its complements, vanishes, and the possibility 
of a sabbatical existence, where existence suspends the necessities of existence, is 
inaugurated” (ti, 104/77).
In egoism – in the happiness and contentment of the separated I – the I is ignorant of 
the Other. “But”, writes Levinas, “the Desire for the Other, above happiness, requires 
this happiness, this automomy of the sensible in the world, even though this separation is 
deducible neither analytically nor dialectically from the other” (ti, 62/34, my emphasis). 
The atheist I whose atheism is without wants surpasses itself in the Desire that comes 
to it from the presence of the other.1 Levinas repeatedly stresses that “this Desire is a 
desire in a being already happy: desire is the misfortune of the happy, un besoin luxueux” 
(ibid.). Why would the happy and independent existent who lacks nothing jeopardize 
its autonomy by answering a call that brings nothing but bad luck? Why does the I 
sacriﬁce its happiness to this Desire for truth and justice introduced from the outside? 
Does not the myth of Gyges precisely teach us that all men, just and unjust, will 
choose to ignore this Desire and opt for the immoral act? 
While Foucault believes that humankind is ethically educable, Levinas’s point is 
precisely that all men are atheist, naturally inclined to retain their independence and 
their egotistical pleasures. For the egoist I to become an ethical I, a conversion is needed: 
having been found there”. He further maintains that in the access to the face there is certainly also an access to the idea 
of God – not as a knowledge, but as Desire (Levinas 1985: 91-92/96-97).
1 Cf. TI, 142/115-116: “The separated being must run the risk of the paganism which evinces its separation and in 
which this separation is accomplished, until the moment that the death of these gods will lead it back to atheism and 
to the true transcendence”.
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at the very pinnacle of its atheist being, relishing in the happiness of its inherent 
egoism, the I goes one step further, outdoing itself in being preoccupied with another 
being. By Desiring truth and justice, being becomes goodness. But of course, the 
egoist I is not able to outdo itself. Only the Other can enable the I to out-do itself, 
that is, to do-with-out its egoist gravitation. This conversion is therefore an inversion: 
by suspending its spontaneous movement of existing, the very exercise of its being 
takes on another direction, a direction that is absolutely non-egoist – towards justice. 
This inversion takes place despite the I but also, more importantly, because of the I 
– precisely because the I has become completely self-sufﬁcient through its economic self-
formation. Ultimately then the auto-affection becomes an affectedness by the Other. 
This contented closed system of egocentrism is confronted by something it cannot resist 
and cannot remain deaf to. For the Other to be able to interrupt my self-centred nature, 
he must be invested with the power to claim my undivided attention. The Other lays 
a claim which I cannot dispute and to which something in me responds before I have 
time to consider what is being asked of me or what the extent of my liability really is. 
In face of the Other, we are faced with an obligation “which no ‘interiority’ permits 
avoiding”. For “[t]he presentation of being in the face does not leave any logical place 
for its contradiction”. In other words, “I cannot evade by silence the discourse which 
the epiphany that occurs as a face opens” (ti, 201/175). This is what Levinas means 
when he writes that responsibility is “prior” to freedom. It is precisely this “irresistible” 
Other that is essential for the ethical conversion, because, in and of itself, the nurtured 
egocentrism, as it is portrayed by Levinas, will remain so.1
Later we shall see that Levinas insists that the addressee of the ethical appeal is 
the Good, and the Good is good precisely by virtue of the fact that it does leave us the 
freedom of choice. In ae Levinas’s insistence becomes increasingly less convincing for 
there the Other is “under my skin”, whether I like it or not, whether I choose it or not. 
The later version of subjectivity, formed through ethics, thus deﬂects the question as 
to why the subject would answer the Other’s appeal with the claim that it cannot help 
but answer. However, this creates more problems for Levinas than it solves for without 
the freedom to choose there would be neither ethics nor responsibility.
2.3 Ethical subjectivity as creature
The ethical conversion thus announces a life-altering transformation. How should we 
understand this converted self that is no longer egocentric but ethical? After all, the 
independent separated self is now in relation to an alterity that has radically redeﬁned 
its being, while simultaneously absolving it from this relation. Can it still remain 
radically independent or is it in some way dependent upon that which has saved it from 
itself? Levinas admits that there is indeed a newfound dependence upon an exteriority, 
but that this dependence does not absorb the dependent being (ti, 88/61). This dependence 
1 In our conclusive chapter we shall see whether Foucault’s emphasis on the “educability” of the self-caring subject is 
enough to turn self-concern into other-responsiveness.
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simultaneously maintains independence. In other words, as dependent, I cannot not hear 
the appeal of the Other, but as independent, I should in principle still be able to say 
“no” to that appeal. It is in this paradoxical situation that the subject attains the status 
of creature. A creature, according to Levinas, is a being simultaneously endowed with 
spontaneous freedom and critique, where its freedom is called in question. 
Levinas opposes creation to ontology, because ontology fails to understand the 
independence and separation of ﬁnite freedom from the inﬁnity of God. It necessarily 
blurrs the separation between God and the ﬁnite by seeing the latter as originally 
contained in the inﬁnite Being from which all ﬁnite beings emanate. “The marvel of 
creation”, writes Levinas, “does not only consist in being a creation ex nihilo, but in that 
it results in a being capable of receiving a revelation, learning that it is created, and 
putting itself in question”. The concept of creation expresses the absolute exteriority 
and “atheistic” independence of a ﬁnite responsibility.1 According to Levinas, “[t]he 
miracle of creation lies in creating a moral being” and “this implies precisely atheism, 
but at the same time, beyond atheism, shame for the arbitrariness of the freedom that 
constitutes it” (ti, 89/61). 
According to Levinas then, a creature is that being who is always-already in a relation 
of dependence to and distinction from the alterity of a creator, and it thus introduces 
a passivity into the heart of subjectivity. According to the theological conception of 
creation, it is the production of entities from nothingness by an eternal and uncreated 
God. Such a theological conception has two important consequences: (1) the absolute 
distinction and separation of God from His creation, which entails the transcendence 
of the former over the latter; and (2) the absolute dependence of the creature upon 
the creator for its continued existence. Levinas opposes this theological understanding 
of creation because he believes it treats the creator-creature relation ontologically. In 
other words, it conceives of eternal being and temporal being as a totality of being (ti, 
293/269). This onto-theo-logical account of creation therefore fails to account for the 
inﬁnity and alterity of the creator and the dependence and passivity of the creature. 
Levinas consequently “de-theologizes” the concept of “creation” and employs it as a way 
of thinking the structure of ethical subjectivity. By thematizing creation ethically, i.e. 
in terms of alterity, the emphasis is placed on the absolute separation and dependence of 
the creature on the creator that cannot be congealed into a totality. The creature might 
be dependent upon the creator but it should not be conceived as a part that is separated 
from it (Critchley 1999: 68). Levinas describes this as “unparalleled dependence: the 
dependent being draws from this exceptional dependence… its very independence, its 
1 Also see cf. TI, 293/269: “The absolute gap of separation which transcendence implies could not be better expressed 
than by the term creation, in which the kinship of beings among themselves is afﬁrmed, but at the same time their 
radical heterogeneity, also their reciprocal exteriority coming from nothingness”. For Levinas’s conception of creation 
also see Burggrave, R. “Het scheppingsbegrip bij Levinas: bipolariteit van autonomie en heteronomie”, in Bijdragen 42 
(1981): 366-91; and Gaviria Alvarez, O. “L’idée de création chez Levinas: une archéologie”, in Revue Philosophique de 
Louvain 72 (1974): 509-38. Cf. Peperzak 1993: 205).
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exteriority to the system” (ti, 104-105/78). The creature is the existent turned ethical 
– a subjectivity that is capable of opening upon the idea of Inﬁnity.
So with the passing of the existent, a new ﬁgure appears on the Levinasian 
landscape: the creature. Levinas postulates the latter as the almost inconceivable 
juxtapositioning of dependence and independence, of activity and passivity, of freedom 
and determination. It is difﬁcult, if not impossible, to imagine how I can remain 
independent if I am always-already dependent upon the one who incapacitates my 
egoism by introducing a passivity into the heart of subjectivity. This difﬁculty is due 
to the fact that Levinas has led us to believe that radical independence and separation, 
characteristic of the atheistic existent, is incongruous with ethicality. As an ethical 
being I am now ﬁrst-for-the-Other, before the very ﬁrstness of being-for-myself. And it 
is precisely this egoist gravitation, which is the necessary consequence of independence, 
that is called into question and “corrected” when the existent turns into a creature. 
The myth of Gyges taught us that an independent being will say “no”, that we need 
the Other to make us aware of our dependence. Once aware of our dependence we are 
reduced to a “bottomless passivity”, a responsibility “prior” to freedom or reason. Up 
to a certain point in ti, Levinas’s description of a dependent being struggling against 
its independent nature is still compelling. It is analogous to the Foucaultian subject’s 
efforts of self-stylization in which a recalcitrant nature is submitted to self-imposed 
rules and practices to craft a certain self. For both Foucault and Levinas this process 
of self-formation is a necessary condition for becoming ethical. However, once the 
Levinasian subject falls victim to “the passivity of a trauma”, “a deafening trauma, 
cutting the thread of consciousness which should have welcomed it in its present” (ae, 
111/141), this oxymoronic ﬁgure becomes quite barmecidal. The ethical life is no longer 
a choice, but a being-chosen, which is in reality a violent imposition, a traumatizing 
persecution… total exposure. I can no longer retreat into myself because the other 
is now in me. Subjectivity is reduced to the other in the same, and “all afﬁrmation for-
oneself, all egoism” is put into question (ae, 111/142).
Accordingly, throughout ee, ta and for the greater part of ti, Levinas describes the 
concrete existence of the existent as a solitary interiority. After the ethical turn, which, 
according to Levinas, is not a single turning point, but a “always-already turning and 
returning”, the existent is turned into a creature. We can thus distinguish between 
the existent as ileity and the creature as two different structural moments in the life 
of the Levinasian subjectivity: the latter being an ethical subjectivity, whereas the 
former is not yet ethical, but still egotistical. Levinas does make the distinction, but 
he does not separate them in the latter part of ti. Once the existent has been converted 
into an ethical subjectivity, the movements of interiority and towards exteriority 
become simultaneous.1 Section II of ti, entitled “Interiority and economy” uses the 
phenomenological method of intentional analysis to describe the self-identiﬁcation of 
1 See, for example, TI, 139/112: “The enjoyment of egology do not render the concrete man, for in reality, man already 
has the idea of inﬁnity”.
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the Same in the concrete form of a self-centred existence, which is, at the same time, 
independent and separated as well as capable of entering (of having-always-already-
entered) into the relation with the Other. 
“To posit being as Desire and as goodness is not to ﬁrst isolate an I which would then 
tend toward a beyond. It is to afﬁrm that to apprehend oneself from within – to produce 
oneself as I – is to apprehend oneself with the same gesture that already turns toward 
the exterior to extra-vert and to manifest – to respond for what it apprehends – to 
express” (ti, 305/282).
It might be abstract to consider the egoist I in complete isolation.1 After psychoanalysis 
and structuralism it might even be in danger of looking like a naive theory of 
subjectivity. However, if every egoist I was always-already tending towards the Other, 
ethics would be a predetermination or a predisposition and the I never would have 
been free to either respond to or refuse the ethical call of the Other. It seems more 
reasonable to assume that the fact that man always-already has the idea of Inﬁnity 
refers to a certain potentiality – not an inherent potentiality, but a potential put into 
me – that the existent turned creature has realized. For if it had been a predisposition 
there would be no need to argue in favour of inﬁnity as opposed to totality. There 
would be no natural inclination to convert the other into the same, but rather to get 
in touch with the Other in me – as the idea of Inﬁnity – which would condition a 
non-violent response to the other person. Moreover, Levinas is quite clear about the fact 
that without the Other’s intervention, the atheist existent is devoid of any capacity for 
ethical action. We shall therefore separate the relations that play within the horizons 
of the Same from the metaphysical relation relating the Same and the Other. This is a 
distinction that Levinas himself makes, but retrospectively refutes and conﬂates. It is 
hard to reconcile this conﬂation with his concomitant insistence that their categorical 
structures are very different: the relations of and within the Same are monistic, 
whereas the metaphysical relation is heteronomous. He claims that the relations of and 
within the Same are immanent, and that it is “necessary to show the difference that 
separates the relations analogous to transcendence from those of transcendence itself”: 
the relations of transcendence lead to the other whereas the relations analogous to 
transcendence, even if they rest on transcendence, remain within the same (ti, 109/81). 
Levinas then proceeds by way of a concrete analysis of “separation as inner life, or as 
1 To be sure, Levinas is not suggesting that the existent is isolated from all other people, which would quite literally 
make his account of separation abstract. The separated I is isolated from that Other that will radically call its very nature 
into question. The Other that welcomes the I into the home, for example, is not yet the vous of the face that reveals itself 
in a dimension of height, but the thou [tu] of familiarity. This is the I-Thou relationship with which Martin Buber describes 
interhuman relationships. This Other expresses not a teaching, but an understanding without words (TI, 155/129). In 
othe words, living from/on the elements is not yet habitation and withdrawing from the world into the home is not yet 
transcendence. It is important to note how meticulously Levinas separates the different structural moments, designating 
some as preceding and facilitating others. Towards the end of TI, as we already know, these moments, which are now 
separated almost chronologically, will be congealed to become simultaneous. 
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psychism”. This interiority appears as a “presence at home with himself, which means 
inhabitation and economy” (ti, 110/82). The following chapter will look at how the 
concrete existence of an interiority is constructed in ti. 
Chapter 3: Posing the existent: interiority and economy
Levinas might refer to his analyses of the economy of interiority as abstract, as 
some kind of mythical starting point, but they are in fact describing the concrete 
enjoyment of an existent living “on” and “from” [vivre de] a world in which it is at 
home. This interiority appears as a presence at home with itself (ti, 110/82). “Living 
from…” delineates the independence of enjoyment and of its happiness despite its 
dependence upon a content – nourishment is always the transmutation of non-absolute 
but relative and integrable otherness into the Same of the ego’s economy. Enjoyment 
is always appropriation, assimilation, the satisfaction of a need. In need, we enter into 
a relation with an other that invariably yields its alterity. “Needs are in my power”, 
writes Levinas, “they constitute me as the same and not as dependent on the other” 
(ti, 116/89). Hunger is the paradigm: a privation that needs fulﬁlment. To live is a 
transitive way of existence, similar to the consumption of food on the basis of a need 
that promises a vital joy. Not only do I enjoy food, but I enjoy my eating and “feed” 
myself with this surplus satisfaction; not only do I enjoy my enjoyment, but I live 
(of/from) it. According to Levinas, my life “is” and lives enjoyment. In this sense, all 
enjoyment is alimentation (ti, 111/83). Our labour might ensure our subsistence, but 
labour itself makes up the very joys and sorrows of our life.
Thus, analogously to the Foucaultian subject, a self-styling individuality emerges 
out of the reﬂexive movement of the Same. This movement is a struggle in the face 
of forces – provisionally other – imposed from or encountered on the outside. The 
Foucaultian subject is a subject because of power/knowledge constellations, trying 
to create itself anew despite these very forces. It has the power not to be what it is 
because of the power that has made it what it is. The existent also struggles against 
its unbearable materiality and becomes entirely itself, by entering into relations with 
something provisionally other. Dependence makes for their very independence (ti, 
114/86). Both are as much the result of forces beyond their control as they are the 
result of their own aesthetico-economic endeavours. The need to fully accomplish 
separation is powered by the very impossibility of ever being completely separate from 
an imbeddedness in provisional alterity (or power/knowledge relations). The subject’s 
separation accomplished is, in the ﬁnal analysis, but an island in the sea of the there 
is, the impersonal ﬁeld of forces. The need for separation is but an ampliﬁcation of the 
impossibility of ever being completely separate.
According to Levinas’s formulation, however, the ego takes care of itself before 
it becomes conscious of itself. The concern of a solitary ego is a pre-reﬂective and 
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pre-conscious turning back to itself that cannot be explained within the framework 
of theoretical self-consciousness. I am involved in an exchange with worldly things 
that contribute to the realization of my possibilities. However, these things from 
which I live do not ﬁgure in a scheme of useful tools, which function as parts of an 
instrumental network. This struggle, which is life, is ﬁrst and foremost enjoyment and 
its “intention” is happiness. This is the spontaneous construction of a primary, self-
centred, and sound hedonism that develops naturally into the egoism of unhindered 
autonomy. The circularity of life’s enjoying itself is typical for the pre-theoretical and 
pre-practical consciousness of a solitary ego taken at its most basic level. This circle is 
not only limited to the basic needs of a corporeal existence but includes the totality of 
all human possibilities. 
Finally, having recognized its needs as material, that is, fulﬁllable needs, the I 
can henceforth turn to what it does not lack – it is now capable of opening to Desire. 
“Indeed”, writes Levinas, “the time presupposed by need is provided me by Desire; 
human need already rests on Desire” (ti, 117/89-90). In other words, need paves the 
way for Desire; it gives desire a foothold, as it were. 
Need thus has the time to convert the other into the same through labour. Our 
needs, our dependence upon provisional alterity, constitute us as independent. As 
independent interiorities, we are ﬁnally capable of opening up to Desire. Thus the 
economy of need supports Desire, and Desire opens the dimension of time needed to 
fulﬁl our needs. Caring for ourselves as egotistical existents, we are preparing ourselves 
for the ethical conversion. To be sure, Levinas believes that we cannot become ethical 
through care of the self alone but we can become potentially ethical.1 In other words, 
through care we can prepare ourselves to be able hear the ethical call of the Other – the 
confrontation that will ﬁnally deliver us from our egoist preoccupation and make us 
ethical. However, without care of the self this conversion will not be possible. The I is 
therefore “the mode in which the break-up of totality, which leads to the presence of 
the absolutely other, is concretely accomplished” (ti, 118/90).
Pluralism implies a radical alterity of the other which “reveals itself”, and which I 
“confront out of my egoism” – “visible only from an I” (ti, 121/94). I thus have access 
to it proceeding from myself. In order for this pluralism to be realized in itself, a 
movement must be produced from me to the other, “an aptitude of an I with regard to 
the Other” (ibid.). This “aptitude”, which Levinas leaves unexplored for the moment, 
should hopefully explain how and why the atheist separation is able to hear and answer 
the call that demands that it gives up its happy independence. 
3.1 Husserlian intentionality versus Levinasian enjoyment
One quite easily makes the mistake of thinking that the structure of enjoyment, as the 
way life relates to its contents, is similar to that of the theoretical intentionality of the 
1 As we know, for Foucault, care of the self is already ethical in itself precisely because it is the process through which 
we become ethical.
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objectifying act, as Husserl calls it. After all, enjoyment goes towards the object that 
would satisfy the lack at the very heart of enjoyment: hunger, for example, goes towards 
food, the object that would still the hunger pains. All consciousness, according to 
Husserl, is also intrinsically and necessarily tied to objects: all consciousness is consciousness 
of something. Husserl’s conception of phenomenology centres on the presence (and 
privilege) of representation. All intentions are either certain types of representations, 
or they are essentially supported by representing acts. In representation, the object of 
representation is to be distinguished from the act of representation. The noema, that to 
which we orientate ourselves, is an object that, in principle, ﬁts adequately in a noesis, 
the interpretive act directed to an intentional object. In other words, the noema is the 
object referent of noesis, which, in turn, is the interpretive act directed to the neomatic 
object. This implies that the constituting subject has its noema in perfect presence 
before itself and masters it in the form of positing it in front. The thinker exercises 
a mastery upon what is thought and so the object’s resistance as an exterior entity 
vanishes. This mastery is total and is accomplished as a giving of meaning: the object 
of representation is thus reduced to the noema. In other words, whatever we know 
about objects in the “outside world” (the actual or transcendent objects), we only know 
through the intentional objects of consciousness. In this way, the distinction between 
the object and me, between exterior and interior, is effaced (ti, 124/96). This, Levinas 
maintains, is the triumph of the Same: the other is completely determined by the same 
without counter-determining the same by introducing alterity into it. 
Husserl’s theory rests on the conviction that the completeness of intentional objects 
is within our experience, as opposed to the view that experience has meaning only by 
reference to the material world outside of consciousness. Objects are thus constituted 
through consciousness, but this is not merely a contestable subjective appearance. 
Individual consciousness already contains, in itself, objective content, and it is this 
objective content that is the basis of our intersubjective world. How do we access this 
objective content? Through the method of reduction: we set aside everything that 
is external, and the prejudices that we associate with the reality of the world, and 
concentrate only on the inner content of our conscious acts. Through this reduction of 
experience to an intuition of pure consciousness, the objects of consciousness (intentional 
objects) are constituted, and they, in turn, are the only access we have to the actual 
objects in the “outside world”. Thus Husserl overcomes the traditional subject/object 
dichotomy inherent to any process involving a psychological interpretative act of a 
physical reality. More importantly, Husserl insists not only that truth must be found 
in the self, but that it is the self itself that must ﬁnd it there. Thus he assigns a double 
role to subjectivity – as both the locus of truth and as its discoverer – and a double 
source of objectivity – to be identiﬁed both in the essential structures of consciousness 
and in the essential features of the acts of intuition that the phenomenologist performs 
in order to intuit them.1
1 In his later works, Husserl became more and more engaged in the importance of the ego, and at about the time of 
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It is this fundamental presupposition that Levinas opposes in ti, the same 
presupposition that makes of representation the violent appropriation of any form 
of alterity by the same.1 Levinas maintains that the intentionality of enjoyment 
presents a totally different structure than the intentionality of representation: “it 
consists in holding on to the exteriority which the transcendental method involved in 
representation suspends” (ti, 127/100). To hold on to exteriority is to posit oneself in 
the world corporeally. By virtue of its “needs”, the indigent body afﬁrms “exteriority” 
as non-constituted. In enjoyment, objective exteriority is assumed, never constituted. 
In assuming exteriority, the same determines the other while being determined by it. 
As we have seen, the way in which the same is determined by the other assumes the 
form of a “living from…” What I live from is not completely constituted by me as in 
the act of representation. To be sure, in living from/on the world, a certain measure of 
constitution takes place, but “the constituted, reduced to its meaning, here overﬂows 
its meaning” (ti, 128/101). Within constitution, it becomes the condition of the 
constituting, or more precisely, the nourishment of the constituting. Levinas calls this 
alimentation. To be sure, in the satisfaction of need the alterity of the world loses its 
alienness and is assimilated. The forces that were in the other become my forces – it is 
what supports and nourishes my activity as subject. And it is this subject, independent 
by virtue of its dependence, nourishing itself upon provisional alterity, that would 
ultimately be able to be in a non-violent relationship towards absolute alterity.
3.2 To live is to play: enjoyment
Enjoyment, contrary to representation, precisely does not reduce the objects of 
enjoyment to things. Although the navigator “dominates” the sea and the wind, he 
does not thereby transform them into things. They retain the indetermination of 
elements despite the precision of the laws that govern them, which can be known and 
taught. Things refer to possession – they can be carried off, what Levinas calls “meubles” 
or “moveables” (ti, 131/104). But the medium from which they come is a common fund, 
essentially non-possessable, “nobody’s”: earth, sea, light, city. Every possessive relation 
is situated within the non-possessable [l’élémental] which envelops or contains without 
being able to be contained (ibid.). It has no forms containing it; it is content without 
form. It is the medium that man moulds and appropriates – the ﬁeld he cultivates, 
the sea in which he ﬁshes and moors his boats. Man is within what he possesses. This 
domicile, the condition for all property, makes the inner life possible. The I is thus 
the Cartesian Meditations (1931) he re-describes phenomenology as an “egology”, the study of the essential structures 
of the ego. But the transcendental ego, like the essential categories of consciousness, is not a logical inference or 
deduction as in Kant, but a discovery, something intuited directly. In Formal and transcendental logic (1929), Husserl 
further insists that the transcendental ego exists “absolutely”, and everything else is relative to it. Up to his last works, 
Husserl defends the fact that truth is to be found in the self, and that this truth is universal and necessary. See Husserl 
1976: 565-66; Merleau-Ponty 1994: 70; Husserl 1982: 214-215 and Solomon 1988: 129-138.
1 See TI, 126/99: “The identity of the same unaltered and unalterable in its relations with the other is in fact the I 
of representation”.
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at home with itself. Enjoyment is the ultimate relation to the substantial plenitude of 
being. It deﬁnes all of our relations to things even the handling and utilization of tools. 
The human par excellence, beyond any utilitarian function or ultimate existential 
necessity, is deﬁned by the ability to enjoy, “in pure loss, gratuitously, without referring 
to anything else, in pure expenditure” (ti, 133/107). To live is to play, writes Levinas, a 
carefreeness with regard to existence. 
“In enjoyment I am absolutely for myself. Egoist without reference to the Other, I am 
alone without solitude, innocently egoist and alone. Not against the Others, not ‘as 
for me…’ – but entirely deaf to the Other, outside of all communication and all refusal to 
communicate – without ears, like a hungry stomach [sans oreilles comme ventre affamé]” (ti, 
134/107, my emphasis).
One might wonder how this existent, who is immersed in enjoyment, “entirely deaf 
to the Other”, “without ears, like a hungry stomach”, will be able to hear the call of 
the Other, let alone why s/he will give up his/her immersion in utter enjoyment. The 
existent is not only “outside of all communication” but also outside “all refusal to 
communicate”. To overcome this difﬁculty Levinas will have to retrace his steps and 
introduce an “aptitude” in the I for the Other. He consequently quite abruptly “corrects” 
his overly positive account of economic existence: “The description of enjoyment as it 
has been conducted to this point assuredly does not render the concrete man” (ti, 
139/112). In reality man is not able to enjoy so unconditionally and carefreely; in reality, 
he insists, man already has the idea of Inﬁnity. 
Here, strangely enough, the idea of Inﬁnity does not so much represent a 
“predisposition towards goodness” placed in the self by the Other. Rather, it seems to 
function as an avatar of the negativity at the heart of our existence. It seems to represent 
the fact that apart from pre-reﬂective, pre-conscious sensibility man is also conscious 
of objects, that is, he represents things to himself. Appropriation and representation 
add a new dimension to enjoyment that interrupts and detracts from enjoyment, as it 
were. We secure the elemental for ourselves by constituting it as things that satisfy our 
needs. But the possibility of the return of things to the element is not closed off – once 
used, things lose their form and return to matter. Things come with no guarantee; 
they have a price and are convertible. Things are therefore rooted in the elemental and 
the elemental is enclosed by the horizon of the there is whose menacing drumbeats is 
never completely drowned out by enjoyment. It is this proximity of the there is that will 
prove vital to the I’s eventual openness to the Other.
3.3 The future as insecurity
Our lives in the world are thus fundamentally characterized by enjoyment. However, 
along with this present enjoyment comes a future that menaces with insecurity 
since nothing is guaranteed. This does not mean that the existent is thrown into 
an inhospitable world in which it is always already forsaken, like Heidegger’s Dasein. 
Insecurity menaces an enjoyment already happy in the element. This nocturnal 
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dimension of the future is nothing but a spectre of the there is. Thus, the element I 
inhabit extends into the there is – the depth of absence, an existence without existents, 
the impersonal par excellence (ti, 142/116). Despite this pervasive menace, humankind 
nevertheless has recourse to labour and possession to combat the disquietude and 
insecurity of the future. The sufﬁciency of the I, the movement of the self in enjoyment 
and happiness, is consequently enrooted in the insufﬁciency of living from… In other 
words, the I as autochthonous, as implanted in what it is not, is, within this rootedness, 
independent and separated. Against the anonymous there is that is horror, trembling, 
and vertigo, against the very perturbation of the I that does not coincide with itself, 
the happiness of enjoyment afﬁrms the I at home with itself. 
The uncertainties of the future that mar happiness remind the contented existent 
that its independence envelops a dependence. The I needs the world which exalts it. 
My autonomy is a dependent independence, the satisfaction of my needs. The realm 
of the elements is an ambiguous one. While being a paradise when we enjoy it, it is 
also threatening since its favours are not guaranteed. Sensibility is an incurable unrest 
dependent on the contingencies of a future that remains uncertain. Thus the freedom 
of enjoyment is experienced as limited. There are no guarantees – joy remains a stroke 
of luck, a throw of the dice. It can so easily be tarnished by the concern for the morrow. 
“The happiness of enjoyment”, Levinas reminds us, “ﬂourishes on the ‘pain’ of need and 
depends on an ‘other’” (ti, 144/117-118). Still, this does not justify the disqualiﬁcation 
of pleasure as illusory nor the characterization of man as forsaken in the world. Despite 
the constant possibility of encountering misfortune, man’s being comes into existence 
as happiness: “In the happiness of enjoyment is enacted the individuation, the auto-
personiﬁcation, the substantialization, and the independence of the self” (ti, 147/120). 
Man is ﬁrst and foremost a citizen of paradise before being menaced by expulsion, and 
this beginning in paradise is a necessary condition for the ethical conversion. Although 
the metaphysical relation will ultimately be an accusation of our egoism, the naive 
innocence of our enjoyment is demanded by the metaphysical relation. Metaphysical Desire can 
only be produced in a separated, that is, enjoying, egoist, and satisﬁed being:
“Egoism, enjoyment, sensibility, and the whole dimension of interiority – the articulations 
of separation – are necessary for the idea of Inifnity, the relation with the Other which 
opens forth from the separated and ﬁnite being” (ti, 148/122).
For Levinas then, love for life is fundamental. Even needs are loved. A being 
without needs would not be happier than a needy being, but outside of happiness 
and unhappiness. This indigence marks the pleasure of satisfaction, for instead of 
possessing plenitude we have to reach for enjoyment through need and labour. The 
very separation that is accomplished by the self-sufﬁcient being testiﬁes to its distance 
from the rustling of the menacing nothingness. As we have seen, the insecurity of our 
happiness is related to a dimension that is still more primitive than the elemental: 
the dimension of the there is (il y a). The separation of the I is like a lifeboat aﬂoat 
the sea of the most indeterminate beingness. This beingness which is almost nothing, 
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is experienced as an anonymous rustling in the background of the world, inspiring 
horror and vertigo. Our intervals of happiness form discrete islets that interrupt the 
monotonous time ﬂow of the there is. The distance that separates us from this horror is 
a traversable distance – that which threatens our happiness is always within reach and 
deﬁnes the independent ego in its dependence. Labour and possession are ways for man 
to secure himself against the insecurities of the future and in this sense the future is 
always yet to come. It offers the interval of time in which possession and labour are 
inserted. And as we have seen in ta, the future also announces the coming of another 
Other: “The passage from instantaneous enjoyment to the fabrication of things refers 
to habitation, to economy, which presupposes the welcoming of the Other” (ti, 146/120, 
my emphasis). Our economic existence is thus a precursor of our ethical existence. 
More than a mere forerunner, the economic constitutes the very substance from which 
the ethical follows. This fundamental connection between the economic/aesthetical 
and the ethical constitutes maybe the most important analogous element between 
the later Foucault and the early Levinas. For both, the economic/aesthetical process of 
individuation or auto-personiﬁcation is the very nurturing ground of ethicality. For 
Levinas, the epitome of economic sufﬁciency is atheism and without atheism there can 
be no ethical conversion. The way in which the existent relates to provisional alterity in 
the world readies it for its relatedness to the absolute Other beyond this world. 
For Levinas, this economy nevertheless does not give my life its ﬁnal signiﬁcation. It 
prepares me to receive it. Meanwhile, my life, here and now, alone, is of itself signiﬁcant. 
I derive as much satisfaction and enjoyment from my labour and my endeavours as from 
air, light and bread. The existent never experiences Dasein’s Geworfenheit. Whereas 
Heidegger characterizes being-there, in-the-world, solely in terms of the indigence of 
corporeal existence that ﬁnds neither refuge nor leisure at home with itself, Levinas 
characterizes the existence’s economy and egology as enjoyment, ﬁrst and foremost. 
Happiness, as we have seen, is the principle of individuation, the “auto-personiﬁcation”, 
the “substantialization”, and the “independence of the self” (ti, 147/121). This self is an 
islet who lives interiorly. 
It should become increasingly clear in what way the economic existence in Levinas 
functions analogously to Foucault’s aesthetics of existence. In both cases the self can be 
said to care for itself in an effort to become self-sufﬁcient – “independent in its own 
fortress” (hs iii, 65/82) – and to provide for the insecurity of the future. According to 
the ancient practice, to convert to oneself is to turn away from the preoccupations of 
the external world, from the fear of the future (hs iii, 66/83). It is a daily labour but 
the effort required makes for a happy self, a self which delights in itself (hs iii, 65/82). 
This resultant self-stylized self needs nothing and nobody, a self who has learnt how 
to become independent even though it is dependent upon something which offers 
no guarantees. The supposed autonomy is therefore steeped in a heteronomy: the 
self-actualized subject is ultimately subject to a law external to iself. The Levinasian 
existent is what it is by virtue of the negativity at the heart of its existence – the effort 
to evade the gravity of materiality and solitude and to drown out the there is. “The 
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interiority of the home is made of extraterritoriality in the midst of the elements of 
enjoyment with which life is nourished” (ti, 150/124). It is this “nothingness” at the 
centre of being that will open a dimension in interiority “through which it will be able 
to await and welcome the revelation of transcendence”. This “frontier” does not come 
from “the relevation of the Other… but somehow from nothingness” (ibid.). Similarly, 
the Foucaultian self-forming subject is embedded in power/knowledge networks that 
constantly threaten to overdetermine the subject.1 Self-stylization is an exercise in 
which these power/knowledge relations are bent and formed to create an inside of the 
self from the outside of power, as Deleuze (1988: 100) explains.2 The heart of interiority 
is thus made of exteriority. It could be argued, analogously to Levinas, that this way in 
which subjectivity is formed, this interiorization of exteriority, is the condition of the 
possibility of a non-reductive relation to the other. While this is a necessary but not 
a sufﬁcient condition for Levinas, we shall conclude that the disciplined repetition of 
the practices of the self creates – of its own accord – an opening for alterity to exist as 
such. Left to its own devices, the Levinasian existent is doomed to a hopeless amorality, 
whereas Foucault believes the subject to be mouldable, ethically educable.
3.4 The interiority of the I vs. the exteriority of the Other
Levinas thus maintains that egoism, enjoyment, sensibility, and the whole dimension 
of interiority are necessary for the idea of Inﬁnity, the relation with the Other. The 
fact that metaphysical Desire can only be produced in a separated being does not, 
however, mean that it is derived from enjoyment. Just as the interiority of enjoyment 
is not deducible from the transcendental relation, the transcendental relation is 
not deducible from the separated being. They are not dialectical counterparts. The 
movement of separation is not on the same plane as the movement of transcendence. 
A being absolutely closed over upon itself is the condition for the possibility of the 
relation to the Other, but this isolated being does not derive its isolation dialectically 
from its opposition to the Other. On the other hand, this closedness must not prevent 
egress from or exit out of interiority, “so that exteriority could speak to it, reveal 
itself to it…in the seperated being the door to the outside must hence be at the same 
time open and closed” (ti, 148/122). The closedness of the separated being must be 
ambiguous or ﬂexible enough to be host to two conditions simultaneously: on the one 
hand, as necessary condition for the idea of Inﬁnity, it must be a real as opposed to a 
mere apparent interiority. For this, the destiny of the interior being must be pursued 
in an egoist atheism refuted by nothing exterior. On the other hand, within the very 
1 There is thus no outside where power is concerned; it is what radically deﬁnes us (HS I, 98/130).
2 Cf. Deleuze 1988: 100: “It is as if the relations of the outside folded back to create a doubling, allow a relation to 
oneself to emerge, and constitute an inside which is hollowed out and develops its own unique dimension: ‘enkrateia’, 
the relation to oneself that is self-mastery, ‘is a power that one brought to bear on oneself in the power that one 
exercised over others’ (how could one claim to govern others if one could not govern oneself?).” Deleuze here includes 
a quotation from HS II, 80-81/93-94.
219Section III: Totalité et inﬁni: posed and deposed
interiority hollowed out by enjoyment, a heteronomy must be produced that incites another 
destiny than this egoist complacency within itself. This would furnish the interiority with 
the occasion for a resumption of relations with exteriority. Enjoyment is able to answer 
to this requirement by virtue of the insecurity troubling its fundamental security. 
Here Levinas insists that this insecurity is not due to the heterogeneity of the world 
with respect to enjoyment. Whatever the concerns for the morrow, the happiness of 
enjoyment is stronger than every disquietude.1
This insecurity nevertheless opens a new dimension within the interiority of 
enjoyment. This dimension, as we have seen, strangely enough does not issue from 
the revelation of the Other nor from any heterogeneous content, but somehow from 
nothingness. This nothingness from which insecurity issues is the there is. “This 
insecurity, which thus delineates a margin of nothingness about the interior life, 
conﬁrming its insularity, is lived in the instant of enjoyment as the concern for the 
morrow”, writes Levinas (ti, 150/124). Through this dimension, the separated being 
will be able to await and welcome the revelation of transcendence. And so the there is, 
the negativity that haunts interiority, itself becomes a condition for ethical subjectivity. 
This “lack” serves as a gap in the I’s insulation through which exteriority slips in.
Although the contented and self-sufﬁcient interiority is faced with the uncertainty 
of the future, it has time to secure itself against future vicissitudes. As something 
yet to come it offers a postponement and a delay during which the uncertainty of the 
future can be mastered through labour by establishing possession. As such, separation 
is delineated as economic independence. But to be economically independent, the 
separated being must be able to recollect itself [se recueillir] and have representations. 
Recollection and representation are produced concretely as habitation in a home. 
3.5 Making a home
Levinas considers the home to have a privileged role in the life of the separated 
individual. It is the safe place from which human activity commences, the condition 
for being able to go out into the world in order to possess and dominate it. Being-at-
home means that one is surrounded by walls that enclose an interiority, while the 
windows open up upon an exterior world into which one goes for conquering or labour. 
Because man is at home with himself, a base to which he can return at any moment, he 
can go forth outside from an inwardness [intimité](ti, 152/126). As interiority, man is an 
inwardness from within, and this inwardness opens up in a home which is situated in 
that outside. The home is part of the outside because, as a building, it belongs to the 
world of objects. Apart from being an object, the home is also a dwelling. The dwelling 
is not situated in the objective world, but the objective world is situated by relation to 
my dwelling. The dwelling is the “place” where I withdraw from immediate enjoyment 
1 See TI, 149-150/123: “The primordial relationship of man with the material world is not negativity, but enjoyment 
and agreeableness [agrément] of life…If the insecurity of the world that is fully agreed to in enjoyment troubles 
enjoyment, the insecurity can not suppress the fundamental agreeableness of life”. 
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(the elements), already concerned about future insecurities. There I can take refuge and 
recollect myself. The immediate reactions the world solicits are thus suspended in view 
of a greater attention to oneself. Reminiscent of the Foucaultian subject’s self-retreat, the 
home, as the condition of interiority, is “like a harbour sheltered from the tempests or 
a citadel protected by its ramparts”; the individual “has abandoned external things; it 
is independent in its own fortress”  (hs iii, 65/82). 
Interiority is concretely accomplished by “coming to oneself”, “by retreat[ing] home 
with oneself as in a land of refuge”, by “recollection” in the home (ti, 156/129). This 
recollection in turn enables me to open up to other possibilities beyond the home such 
as labour and representation that complete the structure of separation. But how is 
this accomplished?
Out of the enjoyment and the insecurity of the elemental (and the future), the 
individual enters into the security of the home. The ecstatic and immediate enjoyment 
is therefore adjourned and delayed in the home. This suspension nonetheless does 
not close our relationship to the elements off. The dwelling remains open upon the 
elements from which it separates. The walls of the dwelling enclose us, but its windows 
open up and give us access to the elements which we cultivate, use, and possess. Thus 
only do I see without being seen, like Gyges (ti, 170/144). And so the postponement of 
enjoyment, which occurs with inhabitation, makes a world accessible. Through labour 
we harvest things from the elements and thus transform nature into a world. The 
elements become objects possessed and possession masters the unforeseeable future of 
the element – possession suspends its independence, its being. This unforeseeable future 
refers to the fact that, before being seized as someone’s possession, the element belongs 
to absolutely undetermined prime matter, to the apeiron. Possession is accomplished by 
the hand that lays claim to this element and subjects it to the ﬁnality of needs. 
The hand that grasps in labour therefore transforms the element into an object. As 
an object it no longer belongs to the order of sensibility or pure enjoyment, since the 
hand takes and comprehends […prend et comprend…] it (ti, 161/135). The hand grasps 
raw material and masters it by transforming it into something substantial and durable 
through labour. It then deposits it as possession in the home where it is held in reserve 
in preparation for future vicissitudes. In placing it in my home as possession, a being of 
pure appearance is conferred upon it; it becomes a phenomenal being deprived of what 
it was in itself. And because it no longer is a thing in itself, a thing can be exchanged 
and quantiﬁed. Labour consequently enables us to master the future and to silence 
the anonymous rustling of the there is (ti, 160/133). In this way, economic life partially 
liberates us from our immersion in the world.
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Chapter 4: Deposing the existent
4.1 Passing from phenomenon to being
To be completely liberated from immersion in the world, the existent must be awakened 
to another reality – an awakening that can only be brought about by an absolute 
Alterity. As a hungry stomach without ears, the Levinasian existent is incapable of 
critically reﬂecting upon the joyous economy that is its life. The uprooting presupposes 
that s/he has already been addressed by a commanding Other. By revealing the violence 
of the egoistic economy, the Other questions, criticizes, and refutes it. This encounter 
enables the ego to distance itself from that economy. I am now able to open my home 
to the Other; to engage in a discourse in which I offer my world to the Other. This 
“giving” to the Other dispossesses me of my monopoly. At the same time, Levinas 
insists, the possibility remains to persevere in the monopolization of the world and to 
choose the egoism of Gyges.
The encounter that awakens me to my dispossession and liberation is a confrontation 
with the indiscreet face of the Other that calls me into question. This encounter 
enables me to free myself from the very possession that makes dispossession possible. 
According to Levinas, I can only be susceptible to the teaching that enables me how to 
give what I possess if I have something to give. The Other can contest my possession 
only because he approaches me, not from the outside, but from above. This dimension 
of height announces “the untraversable inﬁnity of the negation of murder, where the 
Other comes to me concretely in the ethical impossibility of commiting this murder” 
(ti, 171/145-146). 
The calling in question of the I, coextensive with the manifestation of the Other 
in the face, Levinas calls language. This language from on high is not a mastery that 
conquers, but a teaching. Teaching is the very production of the “whole inﬁnity of 
exteriority” (ti, 171/146). Confronted with this teaching, the one being taught becomes 
aware of its violent nature and becomes ashamed. For Levinas, shame is not an already 
intra-ethical affect with which an already ethical subject acknowledges its transgression 
of an already established moral code. To the contrary, for Levinas shame is the affect 
that inaugurates the ethical as such. Shame constitutes the subject’s response to the 
alterity of the Other qua Other (Visker 1999: 264). The Other makes the subject 
aware of its egoist ways, makes it responsible for wrongs committed without realizing 
it. In so doing, the Other makes my being meaningful and invalidates it at the same 
time. By reacting to this accusation with shame, I admit that I am responsible even 
for what I have not done. In ae Levinas will explain this strange admission in the 
following terms: “It is a pre-original not resting on oneself, the restlessness of someone 
persecuted – Where to be? How to be? It is a writhing in the tight dimensions of pain, 
the unsuspected dimensions of the hither side. It is being torn up from oneself, being 
less than nothing…” (ae, 75/95). 
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In ti the emphasis is still on the positive effects of this teaching – on the fact that 
the subject derives its freedom with regard to the world that nourishes it from this 
ethical relation. The I can ﬁnally escape the unbearable weight of its materiality because 
ethics puts it at a distance from itself. Language institutes a contact across a distance, a 
relation with the non-touchable across a void. It takes place in the dimension of absolute 
desire by which the same is in relation with an other that was not simply lost by the 
same. The Other is neither initially nor ultimately what we grasp or thematize. Truth 
is not to be found in seeing or grasping which are both modes of enjoyment, sensibility 
and possession. Truth is in transcendence, in which absolute exteriority presents itself 
in expressing itself. At the same time, Levinas insists that the transcendence of the 
face is not enacted outside of the world. No human or interhuman relationship can be 
enacted outside of economic life. We cannot receive the Other with empty hands and 
a closed home. “Recollection in a home open to the Other, that is, hospitality, is the 
concrete and initial fact of human recollection and separation.” In this sense, economic 
life does not only pave the way for or precede the ethical encounter, but also “coincides 
with the Desire for the Other absolutely transcendent” (ti, 172/147).
Despite evidence to the contrary – evidence that will become increasingly cogent 
in ae – Levinas insists that the separated being can choose to close itself off from the 
Other’s appeal – like Gyges did: 
“[T]his possibility of forgetting the transcendence of the Other – of… banishing the 
transcendent relation that alone permits the I to shut itself up in itself – evinces… 
the radicalism of separation: Separation is not only dialectically correlative with 
transcendence, as its reverse; it is accomplished as a positive event. The relation with 
inﬁnity remains as another possibility of the being recollected in its dwelling. The 
possibility for the home to open to the Other is as essential to the essence of the home 
as closed doors and windows” (ti, 172-173/147-148). 
Gyges represents the very condition of being human, the possibility of injustice and 
radical egoism (ti, 173/148). Later in ae it becomes hard to believe that after “being 
torn up from [it]self”, after having been reduced to “less than nothing” (ae, 75/95), the 
subject is still able to close itself off in itself. Even before that, in a text that appeared 
in 1962, a year after ti, Levinas wrote: “But is the exceptional situation, where you are 
always in the face of the Other (Autrui), where there is no privacy, that I call the religious 
situation” (Peperzak et al. (Eds.) 1996: 29). Privacy, for Levinas, is synonymous with 
the subject’s ontological condition of being independent, separated and solitary. To be 
a subject means to be kath’auto – it can withdraw from or interrupt participation which 
in ae comes to refer to a situation in which subjectivity is “the other in the same” (ae, 
111/142). No privacy therefore refers to a situation in which I am totally exposed to or 
absorbed into the Other, in which I cannot retreat in myself anymore for that “myself”, 
that “as-for-me” no longer exists.1 
1 In this regard, also see “No privacy? Levinas’s intrigue of the Inﬁnite”, in Visker 1999: 235-273.
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The relationship with the Other is not produced outside of the world, but puts the 
world possessed in question. It consists in putting my world into words and offering it 
to the Other (ti, 252/230). But does not language accomplish the primordial putting 
in common, which refers to possession and presupposes economy? Language, which 
designates my world to the other, does institute a common world. However, as such, 
it is not a possession, but a primordial dispossession, a ﬁrst donation. And so the ethical 
subject becomes something conceivable on the basis of a “dispossession” that is more 
originary than any form of possession. The subject ﬁnds itself obligated without having 
been consulted and without ever having agreed to it. 
The position of the accuser (the Other) and that of accused (the existent) are radically 
non-substitutable and non-simultaneous positions. No one can take my place although 
I can never give enough to repay my debt. Accordingly, the subject’s irreplaceability, 
its non-interchangeable singularity, is not the result of what it can do, but what it will 
never be able to do – its incapacity. It has to discover itself deﬁcient before it can ﬁnally 
gain access to time and be “related” to the Other.1 Even before it is apt, the subject as 
student is inapt, and whatever it can learn from the Other, it can only learn by virtue of 
this inaptitude. In the face of the Other, the subject is thus no longer an auto-affection, 
but an affectedness by the other. There is thus a receptivity, an essential passivity that 
precedes any activity on the part of the ethical subject (cf. Visker 1999: 116-117). 
Herewith we have touched upon a crucial difference between Foucault and Levinas’s 
respective notions of ethical subjectivity: whereas the Foucaultian subject can actively 
partake in its own ethical becoming, the Levinasian subject is forced to passively await 
ethical intervention by the Other. For Levinas, auto-affection is a necessary condition 
for ethicality but, ultimately, only the absolute irresistible alterity of the Other makes 
this system-unto-itself take up its ethical responsibility towards others. The auto-
personiﬁcation of the Levinasian existent cultivates an ethical inaptitude, which is 
paradoxically essential for the possibility of becoming ethical. The self-formation that 
Foucault speaks about, on the other hand, is based not on an inaptitude but on an 
educable sensibility – on the conviction that the disciplined and repetitive practices of 
the self are capable of crafting a self-mastering subject whose rule over self will prevent 
the exploitation of others. Foucault and Levinas’s respective notions of aesthetical/
economic stylization of self are therefore analogous in the full sense of the word – similar 
or correspondent in some respects though otherwise dissimilar. As necessary condition 
for ethicality they are correspondent, but they are dissimilar therein that, for Levinas, 
auto-personiﬁcation is not a sufﬁcient condition. His “version” of auto-personiﬁcation 
culminates in a hedonistic egology that is incapable of self-critique and consequently 
utterly dependent upon an Other to wrench it free from its blind and deaf egoism. 
According to Levinas then, in discourse, I expose myself to the questioning of the 
Other and the face I welcome “makes me pass from phenomenon to being” (ti, 178/153).2 
1 As we have seen, Levinas developed this line of thought thoroughly in EE and TA. 
2 Later Levinas replaces the phenomenological terms still used in TI by other words in order to avoid falling back into the 
customary ways of understanding. In this case, it might seem as if Levinas is urging us to pass from phenomenology 
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By responding to the ethical call of the Other, I am engendered for responsibility, and 
“as responsible I am brought to my ﬁnal reality” (ibid.). This is not the actualization of 
my inherent potential, for without the Other it would not have been possible. “It is only 
in approaching the Other that I attend to myself” (ibid.). But in attending to myself 
by approaching the Other, I do not simply substitute a discontent for contentment as 
if the Other can fulﬁl some need in me. I only discover myself to be insufﬁcient when 
an exteriority supervenes that is incommensurable with needs. Precisely by virtue of 
this very incommensurability is it able to break interiority. The insufﬁciency of the 
separated being therefore does not designate any limitation imposed by exteriority. 
The latter reveals an insufﬁciency that is without possible satisfaction. It is “a hunger 
that nourishes itself not with bread but with hunger itself” (ti, 179/154). This hunger 
is Desire accomplished by the relationship with the Other, which enables the existent 
to see beyond the deception of its glorious triumph as self-creation, to distinguish 
between phenomenon and being, and to recognize his own phenomenality – the 
penury of his plenitude.
The individual open to the teaching of the Other is the separated being sovereign 
in its interiority and yet willing to learn of its deﬁciency. Teaching is a discourse in 
which the master can bring to the student what the student does not yet know. It does 
not make manifest what is already latently present in the scholar, as is the case in 
Socratic maieutics. It continues the placing of the idea of Inﬁnity in me, and the idea 
of Inﬁnity implies a soul capable of containing more than it can draw from itself. This 
teaching, the Levinas of ti insists, is “without violence” and therefore maintains the 
interiority of him/her who welcomes it (ti, 180/155).
If interiority is maintained, the ethical relation must extend over the irremediable 
abyss of this separation. The Other resists objectiﬁcation. To objectify a thing is to 
see it by the light of my representation and thus to reduce its alterity and to make 
it into the Same. “The relationship between me and the Other,” writes Levinas, is 
a relationship in which “[t]he terms remain absolute despite the relation in which 
they ﬁnd themselves” (ti, 180/156). The idea of Inﬁnity, which requires separation, 
requires separation so radically that the separation becomes atheist and the very idea 
of Inﬁnity is forgotten. The possibility of this forgetting of transcendence is necessary 
for separation. Atheism is the radical negation of any and all belief in transcendence; 
the immanent economy, enjoyment and care for self of a self-enclosed egology. Thus 
separation is a necessary “preparatory stage”1 in which the self takes precedence before 
to ontology. However, since he reserves the title “ontology” for Heidegger’s philosophy, and since, for Levinas, the 
ultimate is not Being but the relation between the Same and the Other, he moves in another direction. For him it is the 
relationship with the Other, i.e. ethics that begets meaningful being (Peperzak 1993: 160-161).
1 This could, of course, create the impression that one stage precedes another stage that follows.  As stressed before, 
throughout EE, TA and for the best part of TI, Levinas himself seems to suggest that economic life is a “developmental 
stage” that precedes and makes possible the ethical life. However, after his conﬂation of these “stages” towards the end 
of TI, the use of the word “stage” has become problematic for it fails to express the simultaneity he insists upon. 
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any Other, in which atheism structurally and functionally fulﬁls the same role as the 
Foucaultian practice of “care of the self”. 
According to Levinas’s scheme of things, an individual existence is carved out as 
independent to prepare it for dependence that does not undo its independence. The 
distance and interiority accomplished in separation remain intact in the resumption of 
the relationship with the Other. However, according to Levinas, this separated being, 
which accomplished separation through its egoist economy, has now left the plane of 
the economic life and labour (ti, 181/156). He seems to be saying that the separated 
being is now maintained while being removed from its nurturing ground. Moreover, 
he appears to contradict his earlier insistence upon the coincidence of the economic 
and the ethical when he wrote, “…human recollection and separation… coincide with 
the Desire for the Other absolutely transcendent” (ti, 172/147). He is in fact trying 
to introduce a subtle, but ontologically very signiﬁcant differentiation between the 
economic and the ethical, a differentiation which their coincidence does not undo, that 
is, the distinction between phenomenon and being. By introducing this differentiation 
Levinas is also explaining why the economic life is a necessary but not a sufﬁcient 
condition for ethicality. But what exactly does this distinction entail? 
According to Levinas, as a stylized creation, caring for itself, the separated being 
remains a mere phenomenon. He describes the phenomenon as a being that appears, 
but remains absent (ti, 181/156). It is a reality that lacks reality – still inﬁnitely 
removed from its being. To explain the difference between phenomenon and being, 
Levinas often quotes the phrase from Plato’s Phaedrus opposing the written text to 
the speaking author, who can attend to this own discourse and “help” it personally to 
prevent miscommunication and misinterpretation.1 The interlocutor attends his own 
revelation whereas the written work cannot speak. As such, it is never completely 
present but delivered over to those who are left to their own devices in trying to 
interpret it and understand its message. The speaking author, on the other hand, 
is a being an sich or “in itself” – she is present and speaks. She clariﬁes and assists 
the written word through expression. Levinas calls this expression “revelation” and 
“epiphany”. With respect to the phenomenon, being, the thing in itself, is not hidden. 
Being presents itself, i.e. makes itself present in the word. The thing in itself is not 
disclosed, but expresses itself:
“Expression manifests the presence of being, but not simply drawing aside the veil of the 
phenomenon. It is of itself presence of a face, and hence appeal and teaching, entry into 
relation with me – the ethical relation” (ti, 181/157).
However, expression does not manifest the presence of being by referring from the 
sign to the signiﬁed, which is an epistemological and ontological relation. Expression 
presents, or makes the signiﬁer ––the Other who gives the sign – present. But he who 
gives the sign is not signiﬁed. Instead, the signiﬁer attends the manifestation of the 
1 Plato, Phaedrus 247b-277a, in TI, 73/45, 96-98/69-71.
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signiﬁed. Language, by which a being exists for another, is the unique possibility to 
exist beyond interior existence. This existence is one already obligated. “The surpassing 
of phenomenal or inward existence does not consist in receiving the recognition of the 
Other, but in offering him one’s being” (ti, 183/158). 
4.2 Exteriority
Through its needs and its enjoyment, but also through representation and objectifying 
knowledge, the solitary ego is related to the “exteriority” of things and objects in the 
world. This form of “exteriority”, as we have seen, is provisional and cannot resist 
the ego’s encompassing capacity of appropriation and integration. The exteriority 
revealed by the face, on the other hand, is that by which the alterity of the Other 
escapes traditional binary oppositions such as interiority and exteriority, subject and 
object, mind and matter. It is beyond that dimension where these terms are put into 
contradiction or mediated dialectically as moments of a differential whole. The relation 
with the Other alone introduces a dimension of transcendence, and leads to a relation 
totally different from experience in the sensible sense of the term, relative and egoist 
(ti, 193/167).
In gaining access to things in the world, the I therefore maintains itself by exerting 
a power over them. The face, on the other hand, is present in its refusal to be contained. 
I cannot comprehend or encompass it. It is neither seen nor touched – for in visual or 
tactile sensation the identity of the I envelops and assimilates the alterity of the object. 
The Other is not other with a relative alterity. The Other’s alterity does not depend 
on any quality that would distinguish him from me, for a distinction of this nature 
would precisely imply between us that community of genus which already nulliﬁes 
alterity (ti, 194/168).
Although the Other always surpasses our powers of appropriation, he does not 
simply negate the I in turn. The Other remains inﬁnitely transcendent and foreign. 
Despite the difference and the distance maintained, a relation is accomplished – a 
relation without relation. The participating terms or interlocutors absolve themselves 
from the relation, or remain absolute within the relationship (ibid.). This relation is not 
a species of consciousness which emanates from the I; as something which issues from 
the transcendent Other, it puts the I in question (ti, 195/169).
The Other overﬂows the sphere of the same. This overﬂowing is not that of a liquid 
overﬂowing a vessel, but is effectuated as a position in face of the same. The facing 
position, opposition par excellence, can only be as an ethical summons (ti, 196/170).
The idea of Inﬁnity exceeds my powers not quantitatively, but by calling them 
into question. According to Levinas, the Other does not limit the freedom of the same; 
calling it to responsibility, it founds it and justiﬁes it. According to this formulation, 
however, a justiﬁed freedom is precisely a freedom limited from the outside by a 
responsibility imposed upon it. Levinas returns to the Cartesian “idea of Inﬁnity” 
put in the separated being by the inﬁnite, retaining its positivity, its anteriority and 
exteriority with regard to the ﬁnite. The idea of Inﬁnity effectuates the relation of 
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thought with what exceeds its capacity, with what at each instant it learns without 
suffering shock.1 Levinas calls this situation, “welcome of the face” (ti, 197/171). 
4.3 The ethical resistance of the peaceable face
The idea of Inﬁnity is therefore produced in the opposition of conversation. This relation 
with the face, with the other absolutely other which I cannot contain and which is, 
in this sense, inﬁnite, is nonetheless, my Idea, a commerce. In stark contrast to ae 
in which the encounter with the Other is essentially characterized by violence, this 
relation is here maintained “without violence, in peace with this absolute alterity. The 
‘resistance’ of the other [to possession or assimilation] does not do violence to me, does 
not act negatively; it has a positive structure: ethical” (ibid., my emphasis).2 To be 
confronted by the face, is not to struggle with a faceless god, but to respond to his 
expression, to his revelation. 
The expression introduced by the face does not defy the feebleness of my powers, 
but my ability for power [mon pouvoir de pouvoir] (ti, 198/172). The face, still a thing 
amongst things, breaks through the form that nevertheless delimits it. Concretely, this 
means that the face speaks to me, and in addressing me it invites me to a relation 
incommensurate with a power exercised, be it enjoyment or knowledge. 
The face nevertheless remains, in a certain sense, exposed to my powers. Levinas 
describes the face as upright exposure without defence. It is what stays most naked, exposed 
and destitute. The vulnerability of the face almost invites us to an act of violence. The 
dimension that opens in this sensibility modiﬁes the very nature of power. Henceforth, 
power can no longer grasp or seize the face as an object or as a knowledge, but can 
kill. The possibility of murder ﬁnds itself in the face of a sensible datum, and yet 
it ﬁnds itself before something whose being cannot be suspended by appropriation. 
This datum is absolutely non-neutralizable. By grasping a thing as an object, by 
appropriating or using an object, its independent being is only partially negated. The 
thing is preserved for me. Murder alone lays claim to total negation. Negation by 
labour, usage, or representation effects a grasp or a comprehension – essentially an 
afﬁrmation of my powers to be able. To kill, on the other hand, is not to dominate, but 
to annihilate. Murder exercises a power over what escapes power. I can wish to kill only 
an existent absolutely independent, which exceeds my powers inﬁnitely, and therefore 
does not oppose them but paralyses the very power of power. The Other is the sole 
1 It is important to emphasize again that what the subject at this stage in TI still learns “without shock” will become 
“a deafening trauma” in AE (p. 111/141). Moreover, this trauma is “the trauma suffered prior to auto-identiﬁcation, in an 
unrepresentable before… an anarchic trauma” (ibid., p. 123/158). It therefore explains why we favour Levinas’s early 
works in this essay, for later there will be no auto-affection preceding an affectedness by the Other. There are thus no 
grounds for a functional analogy with Foucault but also no fully-ﬂedged atheism ready to receive the Other’s revelation 
and free to respond to it or not.
2 On the distinction between an ethical and a real resistance, see “Freedom and command” in Levinas 1987b: 15-23, 
TI, 199/173 and AE, 198/173, footnote 2.
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being I can wish to kill (ti, 198/173). At the same time, the face is what forbids us to 
kill (Levinas 1985: 86/90).
Thus the Other’s address consists in an order, as command (ti, 201/176). There is a 
commandment in the appearance of the face, as if a master spoke to me from on high. 
At the same time, the face of the Other is destitute; it is the poor for whom I can do all 
(and never enough) and to whom I owe all. 
To be sure, the Other can be killed by my. Prohibition against killing does not 
render murder impossible. He is “exposed to the point of the sword or the revolver’s 
bullet”. But he can also oppose me with a struggle, that is, oppose to the force that 
strikes him not a counter-force, but the very unforeseeableness of his reaction. He thus 
opposes to me not a greater force, but the very inﬁnity of the transcendence of his being. 
This inﬁnity, stronger than murder, already resists us in his face with the primordial 
expression, the ﬁrst word: “you shall not commit murder” (ti, 199/173). Here, there is 
a relation not with an immense opposition, but with something absolutely other: the 
ethical resistance.
Ethical resistance therefore suggests resistance against my attempt to ignore the 
Other’s appeal (which would amount to murder), while ethical resistance refers to the 
fact that the Other, who is also the Good, does not impose its rights. The ethical 
resistance, according to Levinas, is “the resistance of what has no resistance” (ibid.). 
This resistance is not real but ethical.
The idea of Inﬁnity opens from the outside, it is put in me by the Other and 
never already present within.1 This idea put in us conditions the impossibility of killing 
positively (ti, 199/174), or to use our own vocabulary, it is the potentiality for ethical 
action – put in us by the Other – realized. More radically even, it is why we say “yes” to 
the Other’s appeal prior to freedom, before reason. “Inﬁnity”, writes Levinas, “presents 
itself as a face in the ethical resistance that paralyses my powers” (ibid., my emphasis). 
The epiphany of inﬁnity, the authentic relationship with the Other is discourse and 
expression – response and responsibility. In expression, a being presents itself; the 
being that manifests itself attends its manifestation and consequently appeals to me. 
This attendance is a solicitation that concerns me by its destitution and its Height. 
To manifest oneself as a face is to impose oneself above and beyond the manifested and 
purely phenomenal form. “In Desire are conjoined the movements unto the Height and 
unto the Humility of the Other” (ti, 200/174). It is therefore an appeal which I do not 
have to answer, but which, at the same time, I cannot not answer for it imposes itself and 
paralyses my powers of refusal. 
To manifest oneself in expression is to invoke the interlocutor and expose oneself 
to his response and his questioning. The being that imposes itself does so precisely by 
appealing to me with its destitution and nudity – its hunger – without my being able 
1 Contrary to what he is saying here, Levinas will later insist that the idea of Inﬁnity is always-already in us. Cf. TI, 
305/282: “[T]o produce oneself as an I – is to apprehend oneself with the same gesture that already turns toward the 
exterior to extra-vert…”.
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to be deaf to that appeal. Thus, in expression, the being that imposes itself does not 
limit but promotes my freedom, by arousing my goodness.1 The Other, in other words, 
begets meaningful being.2 This is the order of responsibility, “where the gravity of 
ineluctable being freezes all laughter” (ti, 200/175), but the irremissible weight of being 
gives rise to my freedom. An ambiguous freedom, to be sure, for as I am freed from the 
weight of my materiality, I am simultaneously loaded down with responsibility. Now 
I am “free” to be good and goodness entails a responsibility which I cannot shoulder. 
Henceforth, I derive my being as ethical subject from this responsibility. I am because 
I am responsible.
According to Levinas, “the presentation of being in the face does not leave any 
logical place for its contradictory. Thus I cannot evade by silence the discourse which the 
epiphany that occurs as a face opens” (ti, 201/175, my emphasis). The face opens the 
primordial discourse whose ﬁrst word is obligation, which “no ‘interiority’ permits 
avoiding” (ibid.). This would appear to conﬁrm our suspicion that there is not really 
any choice, that “yes” precedes any possible choice between “yes” or “no”. And yet 
Levinas is quick to qualify these statements. In the same breath he insists that the face 
that appeals to us is defenceless against our refusal, incapable of exacting its demand. 
The Good thus “elects” us, but does not subject us. By leaving us a choice it makes us 
free. We would not have had any choice had the Good manifested itself to us in its full 
splendour thereby annihilating us on contact or transporting us out of ourselves. But 
because the Good is good – that is, holy and not sacred, “not numinous” (ti, 77/49) 
– the I is given the chance to choose. The face speaks, and speech does not establish 
contact but distance. For if exteriority was not sufﬁciently “distant” transcendence 
would collapse in immanence, or inversely, the same would be annihilated by the 
Other and there would be nothing that distinguishes the good inﬁnite from the bad 
inﬁnite (cf. Visker 1999: 124).
Levinas refers to the “opaque density without origin” or the il y a as “the bad inﬁnite” 
(ti, 158-159/132: le mauvais inﬁni). “The bad inﬁnite” as distinguished from “the good 
inﬁnite”, be that “God” or the Good, is another way in which Levinas discriminates 
between the sacred and the holy. What makes the Good good, as we have seen, is 
precisely the fact that it is holy and not sacred, that is, that it does not overpower 
the I but leaves it intact to choose. The Biblical tale of Abraham’s fateful journey to 
Mount Moriah serves as a good illustration of this distinction. Two voices spoke to 
Abraham: the one commanded him to take his beloved only son, Isaac to Moriah to 
1 When freedom is “promoted” the existent is raised to ethicality. This inevitably entails the limitation of freedom 
although Levinas denies it here as elsewhere. Responsibility imposed is necessarily freedom curbed. Cf. TI, 82-101/55-
75: Of itself freedom is the determination of the other by the same (85/57). This imperialism of the same is the whole 
essence of freedom (87/59). The Other dominates this freedom (88/60): In the face of the Other, freedom discovers 
itself murderous in its very exercise. Thus to welcome the Other is to put my freedom in question, to become aware of 
my own injustice. 
2 Cf. TI, 209/184: “A meaningful world is a world in which there is the Other through whom the world of enjoyment 
becomes a theme having a signiﬁcation”.
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sacriﬁce him as a burnt offering (Genesis 22: 2). As he was about to sacriﬁce his son 
a second voice spoke and interrupted the command given by the ﬁrst: “Do not lay a 
hand on the boy” (Genesis 22: 12). In the place of his son, the second voice let him 
slaughter the ram instead. This second voice that intervened is for Levinas the moment 
of the ethical – of the “inﬁnite demand that appeals to your responsibility without 
you having the possibility to let someone else be responsible in your stead” (Levinas 
1996: 90). The second voice therefore also calls you to face up to your responsibility but 
breaks the spell of the sacred announced by the ﬁrst voice.1 Abraham was singularized 
by a responsibility imposed which he could not decline. He had no choice but to say 
“yes”. And precisely because he was willing to sacriﬁce everything (Isaac was everything 
to him) God or the Good broke the spell of the sacred. The Biblical story therefore 
illustrates what it means when Levinas writes that “the absolute [becomes] puriﬁed of 
the violence of the sacred” (ti, 77/49). For Levinas then, what makes the alterity of the 
Other ethical is the fact that it chooses us but does not enslave us, that is, it is holy 
and not sacred.
Although the Other does not enslave us it nevertheless has the moral force to arouse 
in me the desire to give what it asks. The word of the Other derives its moral force 
from the ﬁrst word: “God”. The reason why the Other can escape my attempts at 
appropriation is because he is more than what I see of him – his inﬁnity comes from 
being in the trace of the Inﬁnite, closer to God than I (cf. Levinas 1987b: 55-56). The 
face is not a phenomenon.2 According to Levinas, it “breaks through the form that 
nevertheless delimits it” (ti, 198/172). The Other can only be other because he ﬁnds his 
light in himself, and bears his meaning within. He is, therefore, kath’auto: more than 
what I can know and comprehend – not unknown but unknowable. So the alterity of 
the Other is ab-solute and I encounter this absoluteness in the form of a prohibition, 
in the face: “Thou shalt not kill me”. To kill the Other is to extinguish his light, to 
reduce him to his form – to reduce his meaning to what I can see of him. Precisely 
because the Other is not only face, but also form, I will be able to “kill” him, to reduce 
him to what I see of him. Without this possibility there would be neither ethics nor 
responsibility. Precisely because the Other comes in the trace of the Good I must and 
at the same time do not have to respect its appeal. I am free to respond to it or not, 
but whatever I do, I cannot keep silent. Hereby Levinas means that any attempt to evade 
the appeal of the Other, to refuse to respond and thereby to enter “ethical discourse” 
should be seen as “silence” or a falling short of what is demanded. It may be that there 
1 See Visker (1999: 284-286) for a more exhaustive interpretation of the Biblical story and of Levinas’s “correction” of 
Kierkegaard’s reading.
2 Levinas is therefore not describing a “phenomenology” of the face, since phenomenology describes what appears. 
One can also not speak of a look turned towards the face, for the look is knowledge, perception. As soon as you see 
speciﬁc features you reduce the Other to an object. What is speciﬁcally the face cannot be reduced to what is perceived 
(cf. Levinas 1985: 85/89).
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are some responsibilities that we cannot handle, but this does not mean that we do not 
have them, and once we have them, there can be no evasion (cf. Visker 1999: 115-137). 
4.4 Language as rational discourse
Despite being a relation in which a responsibility is enforced which does not enslave 
us, Levinas insists that the ethical relation is not something mystical. As a relationship 
in which the interlocutors do not fuse and the response do not evade the question, 
the ethical relation is essentially rational in character. Discourse is not the prose of 
the poet which beguiles with rhythm and rhyme nor the creative stylization of the 
artist whom, “in a dionysiac mode…(according to Nietzsche’s expression) becomes 
a work of art” (ti, 203/177).1 So whereas the existent might have been engaged in 
an “aesthetic” activity of creative auto-personiﬁcation – forming its life into an egoist 
interiority, the Levinasian ethical subject is engaged in a sincere and sober discourse. 
Levinas nevertheless repeatedly stresses that this aesthetic/economic self-formation of 
interiority is a necessary “preparatory stage” during which the existent is honed and 
equipped for its ethical responsiveness and responsibility.2 And so “being for the Other” 
cannot be the disqualiﬁcation of the I. Only an I can respond to the injunction of the 
face (ti, 304-305/281-282).
As we have seen, in ti Levinas describes this confrontation between the egoist 
existent and its ethical responsibility – that is, between the Same, as the “aesthetic” 
formation and nurturing of an egology, and the Other, as the one who questions that 
egology – as essentially peaceable. The face in which the other presents himself is 
“preeminently nonviolence, for instead of offending my freedom it calls it to responsibility 
and founds it” (ti, 203/177-178). The plurality of the same and the other is maintained, 
even though the Same is no longer quite the same. When confronted by the Other’s 
rational teaching, the Same’s freedom is inhibited and shown to be arbitrary and guilty, 
but in its guilt, it rises to responsibility. The relation with the Other that questions the 
brutal spontaneity of my immanent destiny, introduces into me what was not in me. In 
limiting my freedom, the Other precisely puts an end to violence. Through the Other, 
I receive the idea of Inﬁnity, receiving it since it cannot be derived from me. It is thus 
not something already present in the existent which the Other elicits like Socrates use 
to do. This idea of Inﬁnity in me does not violate, but conditions nonviolence, that is, 
establishes ethics.
According to Levinas, the one being addressed is a “welcoming consciousness”, needy 
and hungry for the being it lacks. However, once the welcoming consciousness is put 
in question and becomes a consciousness of obligation, it no longer is a consciousness.3 
1 Contrary to what Levinas’s formulation here suggests, both Nietzsche and Foucault’s re-presentations of the ancient 
practice of self-stylization stress the rational and deliberate structure of transforming one’s life into a work of art (cf. HS 
II, 62/73 and Nietzsche 1974: 232, sec. 290).
2 See TI, 209/184: “An I that has arisen in enjoyment as separated…whose separation would itself be necessary for 
inﬁnity to be – for its inﬁnitude is accomplished as the ‘facing’”.
3 Note again Levinas’s formulation in terms of a “before” and “after” the ethical encounter.
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In submitting it to the Other, consciousness is torn up from its centre. This attitude of 
the same to the Other, as we have seen, is irreducible to the representation of the Other, 
or to an intention of thought, or to a consciousness of…, since this attitude relates 
to what no consciousness can contain, that is, to the Inﬁnity of the Other. Language 
cannot be enacted within a consciousness, but comes to me from the Other and puts 
consciousness in question. Levinas describes the idea of Inﬁnity in consciousness as “an 
overﬂowing of consciousness whose incarnation offers new powers to a soul no longer 
paralytic – powers of welcome, of gift, of full hands, of hospitality” (ti, 205/179).
4.5 From dispossession to donation
Face to face with the Other, I can no longer persist in my egoist egology. The gaze of 
the Other is an invocation to become something other than self-centred, self-contained, 
self-enclosed and self-subsistent. In other words, it calls my joyous possession of the 
world into question. It is only the destitute Other that can make my possession into a 
donation, an offering. And so my egoist and solitary enjoyment turns into generosity 
as I approach the Other – not as being destitute myself, but as one who has everything. 
Only because I possess everything, can everything be asked of me, can I give everything. 
Through language I detach things from my own usage and render them exterior by 
donating them. Language therefore objectiﬁes things which permits the putting into 
question of possession. By offering someone what I until then enjoyed alone, the 
elements change into things, they receive another orientation, leave my economy, and 
become gifts, symbols of welcoming. The objectiﬁcation produced through language 
thus detaches the subject from the things possessed. Without being confronted by the 
Other, the existent, as hungry stomach without ears, will not be able to free itself from 
immersion in its egoist economy, from it own being (ti, 209/184). 
The subject must therefore ﬁnd itself “at a distance” from its own being. This 
objective distance is accomplished when, while in being, the subject is not yet in being. 
This objectivity is not correlative of some trait in an isolated subject, but of his/her 
relation with the Other. “Objectiﬁcation” therefore effects a distance from things 
possessed “as though it [the subject] were detached from it, as though the existence it 
exists had not yet completely reached it” (ibid.). There is thus a non-simultaneousness or 
“retardation” vis-à-vis itself. However, this being not yet completely, this “not-yet” does 
not denote a less than being or a lack, but denotes time. Time should be understood 
as the “inexhaustible future of inﬁnity”, as a surplus (ti, 209/185). In welcoming the 
inﬁnity of the other, “it receives the freedom with regard to itself that this dispossession 
requires” (ti, 210/185).
It now becomes possible to understand what Levinas means when he writes, “[t]he 
world in discourse is no longer what it is in separation, in the being at home with 
oneself where everything is given to me; it is what I give: the communicable” (ti, 
76/49, my emphasis). The transcendence of the Other, in his eminence, his height and 
lordship, includes, in its concrete meaning, his destitution, his exile [dépaysement], and 
his rights as a stranger. The stranger [l’Etranger] is the one who enters my dwelling and 
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disturbs my being at home with myself [le chez soi]. While I am at home in the world, 
privileged in my own residence, the “autochthon of being”, the Other is the allochthon, 
the stranger. I can recognize the gaze of the stranger, the widow and the orphan only 
in giving or in refusing. I am free to give or to refuse, to be host or to show them away 
at the door.
The only way in which I would be free to give or refuse is if the Other left me 
some choice, some space, some room to remain atheist and separated. We have seen 
that the Absolute I welcome is “puriﬁed of the violence of the sacred” (ti, 77/49). In 
the dimension of height in which the sanctity of the Other is presented, “the inﬁnite 
does not burn the eyes that are lifted unto him…he does not have the mythical format 
that is impossible to confront and would hold the I in its invisible meshes. He is not 
numinous: the I who approaches him is neither annihilated on contact nor transported 
outside of itself, but remains separated and keeps its as-for-me” (ibid.). Thus the I, who 
is invoked to give everything, ﬁnds itself “at a distance” from its own being but is not 
dispossessed of itself. On the contrary, the separated being remains a requirement. 
What Levinas is saying here is that the Other is not divine in the sense of being 
a supernatural bewitching power that strips the subject of her individual existence. 
Rather the “dimension of the divine [that] opens forth from the human face” (ti, 78/50) 
reorients the egoist orientation of the existent, but maintains her in her individuality. 
The metaphysical relation, the idea of Inﬁnity, connects with the noumenon, but this 
thing-in-itself is not a numen or a divine power presiding over the thing. Levinas wants 
to distinguish this noumenon from “the concept of God possessed by the believers of 
positive religions ill disengaged from the bonds of participation, who accept being 
immersed in a myth unbeknown to themselves” (ti, 77/50). What he is advocating, is 
a faith purged of myths, the monotheist faith, but this faith presupposes metaphysical 
atheism. In order words, in order to welcome the revelation of the Other, a being apt 
for the role of interlocutor, a separated being, is required. Atheism is the necessary 
condition for the possibility of establishing a relationship with the Inﬁnite. Here in ti 
Levinas still defends the ethical relation as a relation in which a being does not draw 
its existence from its contact with the Other, whereas in ae subjectivity will be deﬁned 
as “the other in the same” [l’autre dans le même] (p. 111/141).
4.6 The Other (person) and God
We are thus confronted by an Other that manages to both force us to respond to its 
appeal before we can decide to do so, and to leave us free to decide whether or not we 
want to respond to that appeal. The Other is good because it is not indifferent to our 
existential predicament. It therefore chooses us before we could choose it but if this 
“election” was a predestination that left us no choice, the Good would no longer be 
good. Levinas’s Other is an extra-ordinary Other, an Other that derives its “ethical 
resistance” from something beyond itself. For another person is surely not in or of itself 
capable of pointing to my egocentrism and fundamentally changing it by making 
me voluntarily responsible. For Levinas it is only God, the truly other Other, that can 
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invest the Other person with such an ambiguous force. For the Good to be good, that 
is, not overpowering, it has to approach us indirectly. It has to deﬂect its attraction, as 
it were, to the Other person, as Visker (1999: 260) puts it, who receives a force strong 
enough to break through the gravitational pull of our egoism, but weak enough to 
leave that egoism, not unchanged, but nevertheless intact.
For Levinas then, the Other, as the other person, is indispensable for my relation 
with God. However, the other person does not play the role of mediator and he is also 
not the incarnation of God. By his face, in which he is disincarnate, by which he no 
longer has a physical body, the Other is the manifestation of the height in which God 
is revealed. This is what Levinas considers to be primary: the ethical as it is instituted in 
the relationship of man to man. That which cannot be reduced to an interhuman relation 
falls beyond the scope of the conception of ethics Levinas defends.1 
Religion “proper”, Levinas deﬁnes as the relation between the being here below 
and the transcendent being that does not result in a totality, i.e. a relation without 
relation.2 Even though the same and the other are linked with the conjunction “and”, 
the Other is not beside me but faces me. The one that reveals himself in the face is the 
invisible, irrepresentable and nonconceptual Other. His alterity is the alterity of the 
Autrui (the human other) and that of le Très-Haut (the Most-High, or God)(ti, 34/4). 
This conjunction announces a problem that can be formulated in several ways – as 
the problem of the relation between ethics and religion, for example.3 ti primarily 
concentrates on the relation between the ego and the human Other. It is only later on, 
in “The trace of the Other” (1963), “God and philosophy” (1975), and ae (1974) that 
Levinas thematizes the question of the relation between ethics and religion extensively. 
Although the latter is crucial to Levinas’s thinking it falls beyond the scope of the 
argument pursued here, which is not levelled against religion or against God, for 
religion and God, as a matter of faith, are precisely beyond argument. This essay is 
presented as an argument in favour of economic/aesthetical self-formation as vital 
component of ethics. However, it ﬁnds itself having to go beyond Levinas’s construction 
of economic auto-personiﬁcation, which, while functioning as necessary condition 
for ethicality, ultimately renders the existent ethically inept. Favouring Foucault’s 
understanding of the ancient practice of aesthetical self-formation, it wants to stress the 
1 For Levinas, in maintaining an ethical relation (and in refusing a sacred relation), “I refuse to recognize the role I 
would play in a drama of which I would not be the author or whose outcome another would know before me; I refuse to 
ﬁgure in a drama of salvation or of damnation that would be enacted in spite of me and that would make game of me” 
(TI, 79/52). For the Levinas of TI, to be obedient does not amount to submitting oneself to an involuntary participation 
in mysterious designs that overwhelm and absorb interiority. This would be to confuse ethics with a primitive form of 
religion.
2 Also cf. TI, 295/271: “The exteriority of discourse cannot be converted into interiority. The interlocutor can have no 
place in an inwardness; he is forever outside. The relationship between separated beings does not totalize them; it is a 
‘unrelating relation’, which no one can encompass or thematize”.
3 Critics such as Caputo (1998) and Critchley (1997), for example, have objected that Levinas conﬂates ethics and 
religion, that he reduces the former to the latter. They question the necessity of Levinas’s introduction of God into the 
equation. Unfortunately this very interesting debate falls beyond the scope of the present argument.
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necessity of actively partaking in one’s ethical becoming instead of passively awaiting the 
Other’s intervention, which inadvertently exempts the subject from taking any ethical 
initiative. It is therefore not Levinas’s move to an absolute Other, as such, that we want 
to challenge, but rather his later tendency of favouring alterity in the name of ethics 
at the expense of its very condition of possibility – the self. Foucault’s critics maintain 
that care of the self is nothing more than a form of egotistical preoccupation with the 
self and that this is precisely one of the major causes of contemporary society’s ethical 
quandary. To our mind, however, the passivity and inaptitude of an (ethical) subject 
such as Levinas’s (especially from ae onward) is potentially far more detrimental than 
any form of self-concern, especially as it is construed by the ancients.
4.7 Primary sociality
ti, as a defence of subjectivity, nevertheless still presents us with a subject that can stand 
her ground. The self faces the Other and truth is constituted in this struggle between 
thinkers, with all the risks of freedom. This relationship implies not only transcendence 
and the revelation of the other to me, but also radical separation. And yet this struggle 
is not a reciprocal agonal struggle in which the power continuously shifts between the 
participants.1 In language, the teaching of the transcendent master is revealed to the 
I maintained in its singularity. I cannot respond with a reciprocal teaching, but with an 
apology: “it is for the happiness constitutive of its very egoism that the I who speaks 
pleads” (ti, 119/91). The I cannot renounce the egoism of its existence, but the very fact 
of being in a conversation consists in recognizing that the Other has a right over this 
egoism, and hence in justifying oneself. Apology is thus the way in which the I at the 
same time asserts itself and inclines before the transcendent.  The way in which I relate 
to the Other in conversation is radically different from the way the Other relates to me. 
As equal interlocutors, our relationship is radically asymmetrical. There is no common 
plane between the interlocutors. Discourse is the experience of something absolutely 
foreign, a “traumatism of astonishment” (ti, 73/46). It is only the absolutely foreign that 
can instruct me and only free beings can be strangers to one another. Their freedom, 
which is “common” to them, is precisely what separates them.
Human freedom cannot justify itself; it is the presence of the Other that puts in 
question the naive legitimacy of freedom. The irrational in freedom is not due to its 
limits, but to the inﬁnity of its arbitrariness. To approach the Other is to put into 
question my freedom, my spontaneity as a living being. The Other blames me for 
something that was out of my hands, for a guilt without fault, or a “fault” that I am 
not guilty of, but that I am nonetheless responsible for. This “fault” is my existence 
itself: just by “being there”, by taking up a place, by breathing and eating, by all those 
1 Contrary to this, Foucault defends the notion of an “agonism”. It refers to the Greek notion of a “combat”. It implies 
a physical contest in which the opponents develop a strategy of reaction and of mutual taunting, as in a wrestling 
match. Foucault deﬁnes it as “a relationship which is at the same time reciprocal incitation and struggle; less of a face-
to-face confrontation which paralyzes both sides that a permanent provocation” (cf. Foucault 1982a: 222). It is this 
complicitous nature of the agon that Levinas opposes.
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processes in which I arbitrarily appropriate things, I inevitably and unwittingly make a 
claim on something to which I have no right. Suddenly, “what is most natural becomes 
the most problematic. Do I have a right to be? Is being in the world not taking the 
place of someone?” (Levinas 1985: 121/130-131).
The “You shall not commit murder”, which delineates the face in which the Other is 
produced, therefore submits my freedom to judgement. More than that, the Other puts 
my very existence in question: my place on this earth suddenly appears as a usurpation, 
for which I am ashamed. In the ethical relation alone freedom is put in question and 
put to shame. Ethics thus presides over the work of truth. In this sense of “ethics”, as 
the ultimate truth of metaphysics (or “true ontology”), “ethics”, for Levinas, is not a 
branch of philosophy, but ﬁrst philosophy” (cf. ti, 302-304/278-281; Visker 1999: 127; 
Peperzak 1993: 207). 
4.8 Negativity versus surplus
To be sure, the surplus of the Other does not simply compensate for the deﬁciency of 
the I. To be discontent, to long for that which one lacks – for the “otherwise” and the 
“elsewhere” – is to remain tied to the here below which one refuses. This is a mode of 
negating while taking refuge in what one negates. Here the negator and the negated 
form a system, that is, a totality. The alterity of a world refused by the discontented 
man is not the alterity of the Stranger, but of the fatherland that welcomes and protects. 
This is not the way to transcend the totality and to accomplish metaphysics. It is only 
the idea of Inﬁnity that designates the height, the nobility and the true transcendence 
beyond totality, and this is born of a surplus and never a lack. Negativity is incapable 
of transcendence. “Transcendence designates a relation with a reality inﬁnitely distant 
from my own reality, yet without this distance destroying this relation and without 
this relation destroying this distance, as would happen with relations within the same” 
(ti, 41/12). Moreover, this relation does not affect the identity of the same, its ipseity 
is maintained as an essential condition for the very possibility of this relation. At the 
same time, it is the Other that calls the spontaneity of my egonomy and egology into 
question – something that cannot occur within the egoist spontaneity of the same as 
it is described by Levinas. For him, ethics is precisely this calling into question of my 
spontaneity by the presence of the Other (ti, 43/13). For Foucault, on the other hand, it 
is my caring for myself that enables me to remould “my spontaneity” to create a space 
for alterity to exist as such. 
While insisting that the Other is not merely fulﬁlling a lack within the existent, 
Levinas simultaneously maintains that “Desire and goodness concretely presuppose 
a relationship in which the Desirable arrests the ‘negativity’ of the I that holds sway in 
the Same” (ti, 50/21, my emphasis). Here Levinas acknowledges that there is indeed a 
“negativity” at the very heart of the Same, and it is this lack which sustains the economy 
of power. How does the Same overcome this inherent lack? According to Levinas, only 
through generosity – this generosity “is positively produced as the possession of the 
world I can bestow as a gift on the Other”, i.e. as my orientation towards the Other. 
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Accordingly, ﬁrst the Same is constituted as such by “feeding” off the world, by turning 
provisional exteriority into interiority, and only then is it capable of bestowing it as 
a gift on the Other, or incapable of approaching the other with empty hands. The 
inherent lack is not ﬁlled by turning the provisional exteriority of the world into 
interiority, but by offering this acquisition to the absolute exteriority of the Other. 
Thus the relation between the I and the other, which is necessarily a separation, results 
from a positive movement. It cannot result from a correlation between the inherent 
lack within the I and the surplus provided by the Other (ti, 53/24). What I give to the 
Other is never enough, and what I receive is more than I can contain. 
The idea of Inﬁnity put into me is always and necessarily beyond my capacity. It 
is the transitive action of the master coming from the outside to constitute instead of 
compromise the apt pupil – the one ready to receive his teaching.1 The apt pupil is the 
one ready to have her spontaneous freedom put into question, ready to be commanded 
and judged and brought to her truth. She is also the condition of the possibility of this 
teaching – a teaching that “will be terminated with the surpassing of the subjective” 
(ti, 51/22). At the same time, this teaching is completely independent of her initiative 
and her power. Levinas therefore acknowledges the importance of maintaining the self 
against the Other, but in the same move he deprives the I of any capacity for ethical 
action. Ethically, the I is radically passive, passively awaiting intervention by the Other. 
The subject, as constituted by Levinas, is incapable of showing any ethical initiative 
and therefore unable to actively participate in the ethical gesture of approaching 
another person. 
What Levinas is proposing is something between a philosophy of transcendence 
where the true life is elsewhere, and a philosophy of immanence where every “other” 
would be encompassed by the same at the end of history. His alternative is situated 
within the unfolding of terrestrial existence, of economic existence where a relationship 
with the other is accomplished which does not result in a divine or human totality and 
does not amount to a totalization of history. Such a relationship is metaphysics itself. 
Chapter 5: To recapitulate
We have established that there is indeed a negativity central to the existential condition: 
it is a being mired in its own materiality, weighted down by the unbearably heaviness 
of being to the extent of facing imminent self-implosion. Its independence is constantly 
threatened by dependence and by the fact that what it lives from is never guaranteed. 
Tomorrow always brings insecurity and with it the menacing rumble of the there is. 
Only the Other can prevent self-implosion and silence the disconcerting rumble. In this 
1 Here Levinas opposes the Aristotelian analysis of the intellect, “which discovers the agent intellect coming in 
by the gates, absolutely exterior, and yet constituting, nowise compromising, the sovereign activity of reason”, to 
Socratic maieutics (TI, 51/22).
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sense, the ego needs the Other. The encounter with the Other announces the sovereign 
ego’s dispossession and deposition, but it also offers liberation from the weight that 
the existent is unto itself. However, need would not sustain the relationship between 
the self and the Other, since need presupposes satisfaction and a subsequent return 
or collapse of the existent back onto itself. The movement beyond itself towards the 
Other would thus not be maintained if it issued out of need. Only as Desire can this 
relationship between the poles of the I’s deﬁciency and the Other’s abundance be 
sustained. What the negativity at the heart of the existential condition does explain, is 
the self’s initial responsiveness to the call that will dethrone it. This constitutive lack 
does not account for the ethical relationship, but it does explain the existent’s initial 
receptiveness or susceptibility to the call of the Other – why the ethical call would 
even be audible to a “hungry stomach without ears”. The initial care of the self, the 
existent’s purely egotistical self-involvement and aesthetical formation during which it 
feeds off provisional alterity hones the subject for its encounter with absolute otherness. 
Without atheism there can be no ethicality.
In ee and ta, Levinas constructs subjectivity as a system-unto-itself, as completely 
self-sufﬁcient, lacking nothing that it cannot satisfy by its existential praxis of 
nourishment and alimentation in the world. It is unlikely that this atheist and purely 
self-referential contented subject would respond to the call that demands that it gives 
up everything that it has worked to accomplish. Atheism is such a radical separation 
that all notions of transcendence are forgotten, radically negated even. According to 
Levinas, this possibility of forgetting transcendence is precisely necessary for separation. 
In turn, separation, in which the self takes precedence before any Other, is a necessary 
condition for being able to open up to transcendence.
However, in ti, the subject is no longer longing to escape its unbearably heavy 
materiality. Its movement to exteriority no longer issues out a need, out of the burden 
that the existent is unto itself, but is provoked from the outside – by Desire – in the 
existent’s being happy with its existential heaviness. Levinas insists that this separated 
interiority is the condition for the possibility of being open to the Other. The ethical 
relationship is established as discourse between two interlocutors, that is, between the 
self as identity and the Other as alterity across a distance. This distance is maintained 
and the two parties remain separate, that is, they are never fused into a totality. 
Without these two participants, no relationship can be established or maintained. To 
be sure, this relationship is invoked or initiated by the Other despite the I’s self-sufﬁcient 
isolation and egoist deafness, but also because of the I for separation remains a necessary 
condition for the relation. This is why it is essential that the I is not destroyed by 
the Other’s height and majesty. The I’s egocentric orientation is reoriented outward 
towards the Other, towards goodness and justice. But ﬁrst, it has to be dispossessed 
and deposed. What it has, it has to offer to the Other. However, had it not been 
self-sufﬁcient and independent, gathering possessions through labour in the world, it 
would not have had anything to offer the Other. It would have turned to the Other 
with empty hands, with no home to open up to the Other. Thus Levinas’s conception 
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of ethical metaphysics presents us with a thought situated between the “here-below” of 
worldly existence and the “yonder” of the transcendent Other. 
Levinas describes interiority as a separation so radical one in no way derives one’s 
being from contact with the other. It is to “break with participation”, and to become 
invisible – to see without being seen, like Gyges. It is to draw one’s existence from 
oneself and from nothing else. This being remains free to either do the right or the 
wrong thing. Left to its own devices, Levinas’s separated I will remain so, that is, 
naturally inclined to retain its independence and egocentric pleasures. It does not 
voluntarily turn towards the Other, but remains entirely deaf to the Other. In enjoyment, 
the I is entirely for itself – “without ears, like a hungry stomach” (ti, 134/107). It is 
precisely the Other, and only the Other that can initiate the conversion or reorientation 
despite the I. The contented closed system of egocentrism is confronted by something 
it cannot resist, despite its self-sufﬁciency. Thus, according to Levinas’s construction 
of subjectivity as hopelessly egocentric, a transcendent Other is needed for the self’s 
salvation. Goodness does not come from within because the existent is divested of 
any capacity for taking ethical initiative. Despite all of its worldly riches it is morally 
bankrupt as it were. On the one hand, Levinas maintains that economic self-formation 
equips the subject for its ethical conversion. At the moment of truth, however, this 
same supposedly suitable subject is rendered radically passive. This incapacity makes 
an intervention by the Other necessary.
However, before the Other’s intervention, that is, before the Other can endow it 
with the idea of Inﬁnity or Desire for exteriority, the self must truly be separate, in 
full possession of itself. This it accomplishes through care, nourishing itself from the 
world’s provisional alterity, providing for tomorrow through labour and possession. The 
I establishes its independence through a dependence upon what it is not. Because of 
this dependence, enjoyment is also marred by a fundamental insecurity. This insecurity 
issues out of the nothingness that is the there is. This insecurity is what produces a 
heteronomy within interiority which incites another destiny within the existent apart 
from its complacency with itself. It is what furnishes the interiority with the occasion 
for a resumption of relations with exteriority. However, relations with exteriority do 
not issue out of a negativity, as if the existent wanted only to escape from its insecure 
earthly existence. According to Levinas, only a contented being can receive the Other’s 
revelation but it is through this dimension of insecurity that the separated being will 
be able to await and welcome the revelation of transcendence. But ﬁrst it has to fully 
accomplish its separation. Out of the enjoyment and the insecurity of the elemental 
and the future, the individual enters into the security of the home. The home enables 
me to gather my possessions and my being. 
 Once the existent is in full possession of its being, it must be awakened to another 
reality – an awakening that can only be brought about by the absolute otherness of 
the human Other. Helplessly immersed in its egoism, the existent cannot extract itself 
from its being. Upon awakening, the existent no longer needs and feeds off provisional 
exteriority, but goes beyond its plenitude and Desires absolute alterity. Economic 
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existence, signiﬁcant in itself, serves as a forerunner of our ethical existence, which 
will give our lives its ﬁnal signiﬁcation. Only a sovereign ego, king of its castle, can 
be deposed. Once deposed, the subject attains the status of creature. A creature is 
a being simultaneously endowed with spontaneous freedom and critique, where its 
freedom is being called in question. It is an ambidextrous being – maintaining its 
egoist independence and therewith the possibility of choosing to do the wrong thing, 
on the one hand, while being aware of its absolute dependence and radical passivity, 
on the other, a passivity which makes it say “yes” prior to freedom, beneath reason. A 
creature is both absolutely separate from the creator and radically dependent, that is, 
ﬁnally able to open upon the idea of Inﬁnity. The creature is thus the egoist existent 
that has become an ethical subject. Once an ethical subject, one can no longer ﬁrst 
distinguish an I which would then tend towards a beyond. According to Levinas, the 
two movements become simultaneous, that is, to produce oneself as I is the same 
gesture with which one already turns towards exteriority. Levinas conjoins these two 
movements because our being is only truly accomplished through this movement 
towards the Other, that is, only the ethical relationship begets meaningful being. In 
this sense, “[i]t is only in approaching the Other that I attend to myself (ti, 178/153). 
However, later in ae this way of attending to oneself by approaching the Other becomes 
a very dubious way of doing so, for the Other “wounds” the I (ae, 64/81), giving to 
the Other becomes a “tearing from oneself” – “the ‘hemorrhage of the for-the-other” 
(74/93). This way of attending to oneself becomes a “suffering” (88/111), a “deafening 
trauma” (111/141).
In ti the encounter with the Other disrupts my world without violence or trauma. 
If I open myself up to the Other’s claim, I and my home become hospitable and a 
space is created for discourse. This is a discourse in which I can offer my world to the 
Other, which dispossesses me of my monopoly. From on high, the transcendent Other 
teaches me to give. He can only teach the one who has something to give. I cannot 
approach the Other with empty hands and a closed home. Thus, the transcendence of 
the face is not enacted outside of the world, but in economic life. It precisely puts my 
world possessed in question. In language, I designate my world to the other and thus 
institute a common world. However, as such, it is not a possession, but a primordial 
dispossession, a ﬁrst donation. Thus, by virtue of a “dispossession”, the ethical subject 
comes into being. It is engendered for responsibility for what it has not done. And 
it can never give enough to repay its debt. The subject precisely gains its interiority 
by virtue of this inherent deﬁciency. In fact, the more I give, the more indebted I 
become. In the face of the Other, the subject is thus no longer an auto-affection, but 
an affectedness by the other. The ethical subject is essentially passive and “not-able”. 
It has learnt of its deﬁciency and is powerless to emend it. Exteriority thus reveals an 
insufﬁciency of the separated being that is without possible satisfaction.
In face of the Other, I am ﬁnally freed from the weight of my materiality, but 
simultaneously loaded down with responsibility. Now I am ﬁnally free to be good. 
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Henceforth, I derive my being as ethical subject from this responsibility. I am, because 
I am responsible.
This Other cannot be touched, seen, comprehended or objectiﬁed; thus he cannot 
be possessed or overpowered by my egoism. However, we do share a relation – a relation 
that is language. The Other’s teaching is expressed in person. By expression he can 
appear as truly Other since signiﬁcation is not equivalent to giving oneself as object or 
image to be grasped and understood. Discourse relates with what remains essentially 
transcendent. The idea of Inﬁnity exceeds my powers by calling them into question. 
Up until and including the better part of ti, this is not yet a violation, but a relation 
maintained in peace with this absolute alterity. It is not a struggle with a faceless 
god, but a response to his expression, to his revelation, without my being able to be deaf 
to his appeal. I cannot evade by silence the discourse which the epiphany that occurs 
in the face opens. This is not because the face threatens and forces a response. On the 
contrary, the face is defenceless against our refusal. It does not subject us, but leaves us 
the freedom to choose. Had the Good left us no choice, we would have been enslaved 
by it. We cannot be deaf to the Other although he cannot exact what he asks precisely 
because he poses not a real but an ethical resistance.
The Other is therefore invested with the moral force to arouse in me the desire to 
give. The Other (person) is so “irresistible” because s/he derives his/her moral force 
from God. Inversely, God or the Good is good because it does not overpower us but 
approaches us indirectly. It redirects its attraction, as it were, to the Other person who 
receives a weak force that is nevertheless too strong to be ignored. Precisely because 
the Other comes in the trace of the Inﬁnite, the face is invested with a value that I 
must and at the same time do not have to respect. For Levinas, the other person is 
therefore indispensable for my relation with God. What is primary is the ethical as it 
is instituted in the relationship of man to man. I am free to respond to it or not, but 
whatever I do, I cannot keep silent. Any refusal to respond to the appeal of the Other, 
any excuse made, is a kind of silence. We are thus confronted with a responsibility we 
cannot shoulder but which we cannot evade.
Thus, the very fact of being in a conversation with the Other consists in recognizing 
in the Other a right over my egoism. By way of an apology the I simultaneously asserts 
itself and inclines before the transcendent. This bond that is established between 
the same and the other without constituting a totality, Levinas calls “religion” (ti, 
40/10). Religion is Desire and not a struggle for recognition. It is precisely the surplus 
possible only in a society of equals – that of glorious humility, responsibility, and 
sacriﬁce which are the very conditions for equality itself (ti, 64/35). The Other thus 
subordinates my freedom but this subordination is not an absence: I have to be present 
to be put in question by the Other (ti, 300/277). By putting my egoism into question, 
the Other makes my being meaningful by turning it to responsibility. Without the 
Other, Levinas’s hopelessly egoist existent would persist in its egocentrism, blissfully 
unaware of and unperturbed by its ethical responsibilities. For Levinas then, the only 
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way in which egoism can be refuted is when the unicity of an I is confronted by the 
Other. Both are conditions for the ethical relation. 
On the one hand, Levinas presents us with a caricature of economic life in which 
the egoist existent is radicalized to the point of being a “hungry stomach without ears”. 
It is a subject devoid of any potential for ethical action and thus doomed to passively 
await intervention by a radical Other. For his part, Foucault shows how aesthetical 
self-formation can enable the subject to take initiative in actively cultivating ethicality. 
On the other hand, Levinas also defends the economic/aesthetical life as a necessary 
condition for the possibility of becoming ethical. However, this condition is not 
sufﬁcient for why would the self-sufﬁcient system-unto-itself take up his/her ethical 
responsibility towards others? In our conclusion we shall argue that Foucault’s late 
turn to the ancients does indeed open up new ways in which our present ethical crisis 
can be negotiated. Through the disciplined and repeated practices of the self an ethical 
sensibility is cultivated which allows differences to exist as such. In other words, the 
repetition of the same allows for an engagement with difference that goes beyond the 
mere exploitation of others as means in one’s own aesthetical self-formation. 
C O N C L U S I O N
The logic and limits of a functional analogy
An analogy indicates a correspondence or partial similarity between two things, 
typically for the purpose of clariﬁcation. The functional analogy that we have 
constructed between the later Foucault’s conception of an aesthetics of existence and 
the early Levinas’s “economics” of existence has shown that aesthetics understood 
as the care a subject takes to posit or create itself is indispensable to ethics — to 
becoming ethical. For Foucault, aesthetics is already ethical in itself whereas Levinas 
maintains that although it is the necessary condition for ethics, of itself the existent’s 
economic existence is non-ethical. Levinas’s “economics” directs our attention to a “level 
of life” phenomenologically prior to that in which the encounter with the Other takes 
place. Here we encounter the existent as a wholly separate, solitudinous subject. In an 
analogous fashion, care of the self in Foucault can be thought of as the existence of 
a subject which is not yet in a relationship to others. By focusing on this connection 
between Levinas and Foucault we explored the idea of a self-styling individuality 
emerging only out of the reﬂexive movement of the Same. To be sure, in its aesthetics/
economics of existence, the self encounters and uses provisional alterity to aid its auto-
positing or self-formation. However, the self-fashioning praxis of Foucault’s subject 
takes place in another ontological order to that in which the self ﬁgures as part of the 
socio-political world shared with others. Although Foucault acknowledges the role 
of others in the subject’s ethical self-formation, this is a level on which our ordinary 
ethico-political conceptions of self-other relations have no bearing on the self and its 
self-reﬂexive movements. Others therefore assist the self in its aesthetics of existence, 
but they do not (yet) ﬁgure as the object of our responsibility (cf. Boothroyd 1996).
The differences between Foucault and Levinas’s respective conceptions of “ethics” 
and “ethical subjectivity” are certainly numerous. For Foucault, ethics constitutes a 
two-pronged activity: in the ﬁrst instance, it is aimed at securing increased freedom 
for the subject; and second, it fosters a non-reductive responsiveness towards others 
(Foucault 1984a: 20). The primary and only sense in which Levinas understands ethics 
has to do with our inﬁnite responsibility towards the Other. The ethical relation comes 
ﬁrst (Levinas 1985: 77/81) and everything else is subordinate to it. So whereas Foucault 
resists subjectivization through subjection, Levinas insists upon it. Foucault proposes 
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auto-affection as alternative to the submission of subjectivity and as the continuous 
project of becoming free. Levinas maintains that only as sub-jectum, that is, as subjected 
to the Other do I attain true freedom, which Levinas understands as freedom from 
the constraints of egoism. For Foucault, becoming ethical is an immanent practice, 
whereas for Levinas, the ethical conversion announces the moment at which “the 
barriers of immanence” are crossed (ti, 27/xv), because Levinas’s other is a transcendent 
Other, introduced by the personal other. 
The original impetus for the analogy between Foucault’s ethical subject and 
Levinas’s pre-/non-ethical existent was to show that Foucault’s contentious insistence 
on care of the self is indeed ethical to the extent that it functions in the same way as 
economic existence in Levinas, that is, as necessary condition for becoming ethical. 
Levinas seemed like the ideal critical yardstick since his conception of ethics as 
the responsibility we bear towards others appeared to be indubitable. In addition, 
Foucault is renowned for ﬁghting to secure the rights of those mariginalized by the 
prevailing regime of normalization — the madman, the prisoner, the individual with 
homosexual preferences, etc. Although functionally analogous to Levinas and therefore 
not reducible to mere narcissism it nevertheless seemed likely that care of the self 
would fall short ethically when compared to Levinas’s unconditional openness towards 
the Other. The framing presumption of our argument thus started out as a Levinasian 
critique of Foucault. 
Being analogous literally means being similar or correspondent in some respects 
though otherwise dissimilar. The most signiﬁcant dissimilarity that emerged concerns 
the actual responsibility assumed by Foucault and Levinas’s respective subjects. Foucault 
believes that the subject can and must actively participate in its own ethical becoming 
whereas Levinas is much more sceptical. His existent is a deaf and hungry egoism 
concerned only with fulﬁlling its needs, blindly consuming anything provisionally 
other in its path. This hopeless egoism is ethically inept and thoroughly dependent 
upon an Other to save it from itself. Once confronted and converted by an irresistible 
Other, it is reduced to a deathlike passivity. Without taking a leap of faith, which it 
is only able to take by virtue of the Other, the existent is doomed to remain radically 
irresponsible. Living in a time in which the “goodness” of moral authorities is in the 
balance because of being harnessed to justify the spread of terror, violent interventions 
and even war, it seems potentially disastrous to cede ethical responsibility to these 
very authorities. In fact, the resumption of ethical responsibility by agents themselves 
seems more critical than ever. Individuals need to take responsibility for their own 
ethical self-constitution instead of passively and uncritically awaiting and accepting 
guidance from external sources, which can very easily amount to nothing more than 
an ethics of irresponsibility. We thus saw our original framing presumption change 
into a Foucaultian critique of Levinas.
Conclusion 245
The ethics of aesthetics 
Foucault’s self-crafting subject has the potential to master — through care  — its excessive 
and violent impulses towards others. Taking care of others then becomes a necessary 
extension of caring for the self, because the telos of care of the self, self-mastery, precisely 
entails self-limitation and therefore respect for others. And yet, Foucault’s account of an 
aesthetics of existence does not actually provide us with any consideration of relations 
with and responsibility for others and this makes his reference “to creating ourselves and 
the autonomy of personal ethics morally problematic” (Smart 1995b: 102, 105). Moreover, 
it is explicitly stated that care for the self takes moral precedence over care for others. 
The question stubbornly remains: why and how does care of the self foster respect for or 
responsiveness to alterity? Engendering responsiveness is something more than merely 
regulating the way in which one behaves towards others. 
As we have pointed out in the introductory chapter, it is a justiﬁable move to accept 
respect for alterity as “the ultimate criterion for ethics” in this context and hence to use 
Levinas’s ethics of Otherness as critical yardstick because it coincides with Foucault’s own 
ethical aspirations. Foucault’s archaeological and genealogical analyses sought to excavate 
the structures of Western ontology that have continually negated the other, the marginal 
ﬁgure, through dividing practices, normalization and power/knowledge structures. In 
the development of his later, expressly ethical concerns he nevertheless fails to make 
explicit how care for self generates a responsiveness towards alterity. We believe that this 
is not due to negligence on his part, but because he did not deem it necessary to say again 
what he had already said in no uncertain terms on earlier occasions. We are speciﬁcally 
referring to two earlier essays which together constitute as powerful plea for the rights 
and value of alterity and an unequivocal critique of the other-reductive tendencies of the 
self/same. Foucault’s 1963 essay, “A preface to transgression” illustrates how the creative 
transgression of the limits of the self makes possible a non-reductive encounter with 
otherness, whereas his 1970 essay, “Theatrum philosophicum” makes a powerful case 
against the other-reductive pathologies wired into our very way of thinking. These two 
strategies can then be related back to the practices of the self to show that care for alterity 
is not added onto care for self as an adjunct, but a necessary consequence, an essential and 
intended effect. This constitutes the second and deﬁnitive stage of our defence of Foucault 
— a response to the Levinasian critique that care of the self cannot generate responsiveness 
towards alterity on its own account, that is, without intervention by the Other. 
The limits of transgression
From self-creation to self-refusal | An aesthetics of existence suggests an almost 
inconceivable conﬂation of artist and artwork, of making the self an object of itself such that 
it is the subject of its own mastery. The self is both the determining power of an agency1 
1 As Foucault shifts emphasis from subjectiﬁcation to subjectivization, he comes to prefer talking about the “self”. 
Judith Butler (2000: 230) suggests that it may be that for Foucault the latter term carries more agency than “subject”.
246
and that which is determined by it. So if we take agency to refer to the human capacity 
for planning, willing and acting, what prevents the subject from subordinating the 
other to that very determining power? The problem with care of the self is therefore 
twofold: apart from the danger of becoming a local force of domination over others, 
it is also not clear why this system-unto-itself will not simply remain concerned only 
with itself. 
An aesthetics of existence does not stop at self-constitution though. We should 
care for ourselves, Foucault insists, in order to “get free of ourselves”, to “stray aﬁeld of 
ourselves” (1992: 8; 1983b: 46). Thus we ﬁrst care for ourselves to become self-mastered, 
but self-mastery entails self-legislation, which bears the risk of diminishing the freedom 
of the individual instead of safeguarding it. No alternative subject identity is exempt 
from this pitfall and that is why proper care of the self also demands transgression 
of the self, that is, we have to then transgress — infringe upon, go beyond, violate 
— ourselves! This is certainly something other than mere narcissism but what is the 
ethical purport of transgression and does it cultivate a responsiveness to the other?
Transgression of transgression without end | One part of Foucault’s ethical project 
therefore consists in going beyond the limits to which humans are subjected (Foucault 
1983b: 47), taking “the form of a possible transgression” (ibid., p. 45).1 Transgression 
facilitates a critique of the self by the self — what Foucault calls a “critical ontology” 
(ibid., p. 47), that is, an analysis of the limits of our being, not in the sense of an 
essential, unchanging being but contingent, plural and transformable ways of being 
human subjects. It consists in conscious practices contesting the borders of what is 
supposedly universal, necessary and obligatory (1983a: 45). This transgressive practice 
is therefore not exclusively motivated by an excessive sense for the aesthetical but also 
by an ethical sensibility towards those/that which have been excluded and wronged by 
the prevailing structures of normalization. 
As we shall see shortly, transgression presupposes limits, limits that separate an 
inside from an outside. A confrontation with something other-than-the-self is thus 
necessary to facilitate self-criticism. However, since both the inside and the outside 
are radically deﬁned by power/knowledge networks (cf. Part i, Section iii, Chapter 
2), transgression appears to be rather impracticable. Is it even logical to speak of 
transgression if there is no “outside”? The subject surely cannot encounter radical 
otherness through self-reﬂection, or can it? 
Seen from this perspective, it is hard to imagine how one is supposed to go beyond 
the limits to which we are subjected (Foucault 1983a: 47). In his own discussion 
of transgression, Foucault simply presupposes the existence of limits, without 
acknowledging the fact that the all-pervasiveness of power/knowledge nexuses 
1 Foucault (1963) ﬁrst approaches the theme of transgression in relation to art. When he returns to the concept two 
decades later in his central essay, “What is Enlightenment?” (1983a), he refers to the same issues of the transgression 
of limits and critical ontology.
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problematizes their exact localization and possible enlargement or expansion. Let us 
take a closer look at Foucault’s account of transgression.
The spheres of transgression, Foucault warns, have been absorbed by anthropological 
(or humanist) discourses which conﬁne transgression to unilluminating reversals of 
prohibitions (1963: 30, 50). Foucault refers to something completely different when 
he speaks of transgression. Instead of offering us a limitless freedom in reaction to a 
prohibitive law that constitutes through subjection (hs i, 85), transgression is an action 
that involves the limit (1963: 33). Transgression only has meaning in relation to the 
limit, and as such, it cannot be a transcendence of all limits or their erasure.1 In relation 
to its transgression, the limit becomes something other than merely constraining or life-
stultifying: limits are afﬁrmed as that which outline our very being, as being enabling. 
On the one hand, “transgression contains nothing negative, but afﬁrms limited being 
— afﬁrms the limitlessness into which it leaps as it opens this zone to existence for the 
ﬁrst time” (ibid., p. 35). In this movement, the limit “ﬁnd(s) itself in what it excludes” 
(34). On the other hand, “this afﬁrmation contains nothing positive, that is, no content 
can bind it” (36). It thus opens our existence to what lies beyond the limits of the 
self, and in this sense it is a “movement of pure violence” (35) directed at that which 
imprisons it. At the same time, it does not afﬁrm that which was once outside as being 
part of the self now, that is, it does not reduce alterity by simply assimilating it. In the 
move beyond its own limits, and precisely because of the constant movement beyond, the 
self cannot be bound by any content or conﬁned to an unchanging identity. Being ﬂuid 
and ever transformable, the self is constantly projected towards alterity in a movement 
that violates the self without violating the other in turn. This relationship between 
transgression and the limit takes the form of a “spiral which no simple infraction can 
exhaust” (35). It is transgression of transgression without end, for subjectivity cannot 
accede to ethicality through its own internal development, but only by the radical 
discovery of what is other than itself.2 
Transgression thus accomplishes two things at once: in the ﬁrst instance, it 
facilitates ethical conduct towards others, because the self-converted self is drawn out 
of itself and confronted with what is other-than-itself without assimilating alterity in 
the process. Transgression succeeds in opening the self to the other as other, because it 
counters the violence of the limits of the self. This violence consists in the exclusion, 
marginalization or assimilation of alterity which occurs when we approach the other 
with an unwavering identity that cannot but be violating. The ethical impulse 
underlying transgression is precisely the expansion of the limits of the self — to 
make room for the other! In the second instance, transgression also serves as a site of 
1 Cf. Foucault (1982d: 295): “There is no question that a society without restrictions is inconceivable, but I can only 
repeat myself in saying that these restrictions have to be within the reach of those affected by them so that they at least 
have the possibility of altering them.”
2 This discovery of what is other than itself is not the recovery of transcendence in a weaker or more neutral format (cf. 
Visker 1999: 252) than that of Levinas’s Other but a necessary side-effect of the repetition of the immanent practices of 
the self, as we shall see.
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resistance. Because it is a continuous process, it counters the risk of self-subjugation 
and of alternative subject identities becoming institutionalized or normalized. In this 
manner it prevents the ﬂuid agonistic play of power relations from becoming solidiﬁed 
into a rigid structure of domination in which the powerless face the powerful and all 
possibilities of counteraction have vanished.
Transgression problematized | Transgression does seem to open up the ethical 
scope of care of the self, but it remains unclear how or by whom this self-violation or 
self-critique is triggered. If it is not initiated by the Other as in Levinas, if the self 
can somehow initiate the ethical gesture of approaching the other person, as Foucault 
seems to suggest, how precisely does the self summon this ability for self-limitation? 
For if transgression merely afﬁrms the limits of the self, how can we reach the other 
from the sanctity of our self-enclosure? In other words, it is unclear how the ethical 
initiative can emanate from a closed system-unto-itself. If the self can create itself, does 
this mean that it can also negate itself? Moreover, a very thin line separates negation 
as an enabling practice from negation as a self-destruction. If it does not imply wholesale 
rejectionism, what does it mean to “afﬁrm nothing positive” (Foucault 1963: 36)? 
Foucault is adamant that the possibility of resistance exists despite our inherent 
entrapment in power/knowledge. The ethical subject is the site where this resistance 
becomes possible, if and only if this ethical subject is realized as something other 
than mere contemplative self-possession. The self has to be dispossessed from that part 
of its identity coupled to established codes of identity. This self is not a self-identical 
subject; it occurs, on the contrary as a “diastasis”, a non-coinciding of self with self. It 
accomplishes self-mastery precisely when it succeeds in overmastering itself, by going 
beyond itself to relocate the other within itself. The other is non-positively afﬁrmed 
within the self, an afﬁrmation that afﬁrms nothing positive, simply “an afﬁrmation of 
division” (Foucault 1963: 36). The other is afﬁrmed as radical difference within the self 
and this is precisely what turns the self-converted self outward towards others. But do 
“others” retain their alterity if they too are but nodes in a network of power/knowledge? 
What seems to be lacking in Foucault’s ethics is a notion of alterity that is sufﬁciently 
outside to be able to contest the borders of the same. Self-creation is obviously not 
simply an autonomous process, but on what grounds can it be called hetero-nomous? As 
Bennett (1996: 665) points out, moral action is heteronomous both with regard to the 
web of social, legal, institutional, and other cultural constraints or regimes of power 
and with regard to the recalcitrant materials within the “individual” body, for example, 
desires, fears, the process of aging, etc. However, seen from a Foucaultian perspective, 
both the “external” (societal, legal, institutional and cultural) regimes of power as well 
as the “internal” (bodily) regimes of power are precisely that — regimes of power. The 
difference between the inside and the outside, between the self and the other and thus 
between what is auto-nomously and what is hetero-nomously determined therefore 
seems to dissolve.
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Even if we assume for a moment that the limit separating the self from the other 
can become discernible through critical ontology, the act of transgression itself remains 
problematic. It is a dangerous experience, which is not only difﬁcult to conceive but 
inherently unstable. There are only acts and moments of transgression which Simons 
(1996: 70) describes as “a risky act of teetering on the edge of the abyss into which one 
might occasionally fall”. Since it “opens” limited being and delivers it to the other, it 
risks inundating the identity of the self. The self ﬁnds itself caught in the precarious 
and uncertain space between the two poles of unbearable lightness and unbearable 
heaviness, of absolute unlimitedness and complete limitation (ibid.).
The more fundamental problem plaguing transgression nevertheless remains that 
of the condition of its possibility, the other. For the distinction between the inside of 
the self and the outside of power — which Foucault’s conception of power/knowledge 
undermines — is a necessary condition for the possibility of transgression. To be 
sure, limits exist and their existence is necessary but limits positing clear-cut binary 
oppositions bear the inherent threat of ethical violence. Foucault’s entire oeuvre sought 
to cultivate an awareness of the way in which “others” are marginalized and ultimately 
invalidated through the thoughtless imposition of arbitrary limits. More precisely, this 
thoughtlessness is the result of a pathology wired into our very way of thinking. If 
Foucault has tried to teach us anything, it is that one cannot act differently, if one 
does not learn how to think differently.1 We shall therefore look at the ways in which 
Foucault does not want us to think, and how he solves the problem of limits and 
transgression by thinking differently — which allows him to think difference.
Difference and repetition of the same 
This different Foucaultian qualiﬁcation of the relation between the same and the other 
is a qualiﬁcation in terms of the Deleuzian notion of difference and repetition which 
Foucault discusses in his 1970 essay, “Theatrum philosophicum”.2 It concerns the 
appearance of alterity in an entirely different guise. It is only through the repetition of 
the Same that a space is created for alterity to exist as Other.  
The main question that occupies Foucault in this essay is how difference can be 
understood differentially instead of trying to ﬁnd mutual characteristics that underlie 
difference (1970b: 182). For if we truly succeed in understanding difference differentially 
“repetition… would cease to function as the dreary succession of the identical, and 
1 Also see “Preface (original version) to The history of sexuality, Volume II”, in Rabinow (Ed.) 1984: 333-339 in 
which Foucault explains how thought can be understood as the very form of action: Thought “constitutes human beings 
as social and juridical subjects… establishes the relation with oneself and with others, and constitutes the human being 
as ethical subject” (1984b: 334-335).
2 This essay is a review of two books by Gilles Deleuze: Différence et repetition (Paris: P.U.F., 1969) and Logique 
du sens (Paris: Editions de Minuit, 1969). Deleuze himself considers this to be a recurrent theme in Foucault: “It [the 
inside] is not a reproduction of the Same, but a repetition of the Different. It is not the emanation of an ‘I’, but something 
that places in immanence an always other or a Non-self… I do not encounter myself on the outside, I ﬁnd the other in 
me” (Deleuze 1988: 98).
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would become displaced difference” (ibid.). What this precisely means and how it 
relates to our problematics will become clear shortly.
In this essay, Foucault identiﬁes a few elements responsible for the attenuation 
of difference. The root of evil that identiﬁes and neutralizes difference and which 
consequently ensures that uniformity of thought is maintained, is good sense. Do we 
not habitually approach the new, the strange and unknown (difference) armed with 
common sense, ready to reduce it to and assimilate it into our ordering conceptual 
frameworks? Divide, represent and conquer! Foucault urges us to recognize and counter 
the subjection of difference to common sense:
“Let us pervert good sense and allow thought to play outside the ordered table of 
resemblances; then it will appear as the vertical dimension of intensities, because intensity, 
well before its gradation by representation, is itself pure difference: difference that 
displaces and repeats itself, that contracts and expands; a singular point that constricts 
and slackens the indeﬁnite repetitions in an acute event. One must rise to thought as 
intensive irregularity — disintegration of the subject” (Foucault 1970b: 183).
Traditionally, Foucault continues, difference could only exist by dividing the “Self” 
through contradiction. In this way, the Other’s inﬁnite identity was limited through 
non-being. And since similarity has always enjoyed precedence, difference could 
only arise through these mediations. To be sure, dialectics tolerates the existence of 
differences, but it does not liberate difference. In the end, difference is always recaptured 
by similarity (ibid., p. 184). Foucault insists that the recognition of difference requires 
thought without contradiction, without dialectics, without negation: thought that 
accepts divergence; “afﬁrmative” thought that disrupts; thought of the multiple not 
conﬁned by the constraints of similarity. We have to abandon not only resemblance 
within representation, but also the opposition of predicates, contradiction and negation, 
that is, we have to reject Hegel and all dialectics (186).
There is however another condition for the liberation of difference. According to 
Foucault, categories are responsible for the most tenacious subjection of difference. They 
suppress the anarchy of difference, divide differences into subdivisions, and delimit 
their rights. On the one hand, categories can be understood as the a priori forms of 
knowledge, but on the other hand, they appear as “an archaic morality, the ancient 
decalogue that the identical imposed upon difference. This is why difference can only 
be liberated through the invention of an acategorical thought (ibid., p. 186). 
Foucault uses Andy Warhol’s popular art to illustrate the way in which acategorical 
thought functions. Think, for example, of his representations of Campbell’s soup cans: 
same brand, same size, same paint surface — thirty-two, a hunderd, even two-hundred 
times more of the same. Sometimes the monotony would be interrupted by the use of 
different colours, but then the variation would only serve to once again emphasize the 
repetition of the same. By mimicking the condition of mass advertising and presenting 
this affectlessness as art, Warhol makes a mockery of art understood as a sublime 
aesthetical experience that expresses that which is original and unique. The repetition 
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of identical, recurrent soup cans is a transgressive move that challenges this categorical 
conception of art. It wants to address the absurdity of life and show how centralized 
thought reduces and eventually completely eliminates the marginal. It is precisely the 
absence of diversity that paradoxically frees difference from suppression by identity:
 “But in concentrating on this boundless monotony, we ﬁnd the sudden illumination 
of multiplicity itself — with nothing at its centre, at its highest point, or beyond it 
— a ﬂickering of light that travels even faster than the eyes and successively lights up 
the moving labels… that refer to each other to eternity, without ever saying anything: 
suddenly, arising from the background of the old inertia of equivalences, the striped 
form of the event tears through the darkness, and the eternal phantasm informs that 
soup can, that singular and depthless face” (Foucault 1970b: 189).
The univocity of being, the unambiguity of its expression, is paradoxically the 
principal condition, which permits difference to escape the yoke of similarity. 
Difference is no longer hierarchically ordered and neutralized as pure negative element 
by categories (ibid., p. 192).
How does this relate back to the self’s aesthetics of existence? However much the 
outcome of this process of self-stylization depends upon heteronomously determined 
rules and changes accordingly, it is nevertheless essentially a repetition of the same 
— the repetition of the same cycle of self-creation and self-refusal of which the content 
might vary but the form stays the same. In the self’s efforts to stylize his/her freedom, 
s/he engages in certain self-directed practical exercises with the common goal of 
critically remoulding externally imposed limits (hs iii, 58-65/74-82). This process of 
“ethical self-creation” is then also followed by a critical relation to those self-imposed 
rules and ultimately by a refusal of that self-created identity. The “self” is never only 
crafting but always simultaneously crafted. In other words, the subject is not ﬁrst 
formed and then turns around and begins suddenly to form itself. On the contrary, the 
line between how it is formed and how it becomes a kind of forming, is not easily, if 
ever drawn.1 
Now, what makes for the ethicality of this form of resistance? It is precisely in the 
predictable and doggedly persistent repetition of the practices of the self that a form of 
difference is unleashed that slips through the cracks of normalising power. Contrary 
to a difference posited in opposition to its antipode, which, as we know, is but two 
projections of the same axis, the form of alterity freed when the same is repeated is not 
susceptible to reduction or assimilation. 
1 Judith Butler (2000: 230), in one of her essays on Foucault, expresses it very eloquently: “…the formation of 
the subject is the institution of the very reﬂexivity that indistinguishably assumes the burden of formation. The 
‘indistinguishability’ of this line is precisely the juncture where social norms intersect with ethical demands, and where 
both are produced in the context of a self-making which is never fully self-inaugurated”. 
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Final word
We believe this should serve as sufﬁcient evidence to give Foucault’s Levinasian critics 
some food for thought. His condemnation of the other-reductive tendencies of the 
same/self and his plea for the rights and value of alterity are unequivocal. He rejects 
(1) good sense as that which gives preference to the common elements underlying 
difference; (2) dialectics as that which dismisses difference as the opposite of identity; 
and (3) categorical thought which serves only to subject difference. It is not surprising 
then that Foucault fails to (or rather refuses to) provide us with an adequate account of 
the other person in his later works, as if such a representation would reduce the other’s 
alterity to what is simply contrary to the self. 
Foucault’s refusal is a response to what he considers to be the immorality wired 
into the conventional morality of good and evil. It is the same morality that separates 
good people from evildoers, the sane from the mad. This same morality calls the self 
selﬁsh and the Other good by virtue of his/her alterity, or alternatively, labels the 
Other evil by virtue of his/her refusal to conform, to ﬁt in and abide by an arbitrary 
order. To reach beyond the immorality of good and evil is to embrace an ethics where 
the emphasis is on the way in which the self and the other person interact. It is an 
interaction marked not by “the transcendentalization of contingent identities” (Connolly 
1993: 109) but by a generosity fostered through care, care of the self to be able to care 
for others. This generosity is not to be found within an oppositional structure that 
distinguishes between the inside of the self and the outside of the other. Instead we 
ﬁnd that the self and the other feature as nodes in networks of power/knowledge, or 
more precisely, they appear as relations of force whose point of contact functions as the 
limit that separates them. Thus there is a limit, (for without limits transgression would 
be impossible) but not a ﬁxed limit. Instead, “the outside” appears in the form of “a 
moving matter animated by peristaltic movements, folds and foldings that together 
make up an inside: they are not something other than the outside, but precisely the 
inside of the outside…” Here Deleuze (1988: 96-98) describes the inside [of Foucault’s 
self] as “an operation of the outside… an inside which is merely the fold of the outside, 
as if the ship were a folding of the sea”. The Other is in me — immanent. To be sure, 
this other in the same is not the violent imposition of the other in me and on me to 
the point of “divesting” or “emptying” the self of its being as in the later Levinas (ae, 
117/149). It is not the “de-substantiation” or “subjection” of the subject (ibid., p. 127/163) 
but precisely its subjectivization — the remoulding of its limits to craft a new form 
of subjectivity with an increased scope for thinking, acting and being. In other words, 
this non-indifference to the other fosters self-critique that is nevertheless not at the 
expense of the self. This reading does not only constitute a response to the Levinasian 
criticism levelled against Foucault but also presents us with an approach to ethics in 
a time when morality is falling short. What is at stake for Foucault is not only our 
freedom but also the resumption of responsibility for our own ethical self-formation. 
Both in its outwardly directed resistance to power and in its self-directed practical 
exercises, the self bends these power relations inwards to create and repeatedly reshape 
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an inside. In this way, the zone of subjectivization is created as a work of art. And 
if the inside is constituted by the folding of the outside, there must be a topological 
relation between them: “the relation to oneself is homologous to the relation with the 
outside and the two are in contact” (Deleuze 1988: 119). And thus by caring for myself, 
I necessarily also take responsibility for the other. The limits of the self are enlarged 
to make room for the other as other. The other’s alterity is not attenuated because 
the other is not reduced to one pole in a binary opposition. The only way in which 
difference is freed to exist as alterity is through the active repetition of the practices 
of the self… “for in concentrating on this boundless monotony, we ﬁnd the sudden 
illumination of multiplicity itself”: “suddenly, arising from the background of the 
old inertia of equivalences, the striped form of the event tears through the darkness” 
(Foucault 1970b: 189). The secret of Foucault’s ethics of the self is “to await, in the 
always unpredictable conclusion to this elaborate preparation, the shock of difference” 
(ibid., p. 190) — not as something that is introduced from the outside, as in Levinas, 
but as a necessary by-product of the workings of the inside. 
B I B L I O G R A P H Y
Ariès, P. & Béjin, A. (Eds.)(1985). Western sexuality: Practice and precept in past and 
present times, trans. Anthony Forster. Oxford: Basil Blackwell.
Aristotle. (1980). The Nicomachean ethics, trans. William David Ross. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.
Badiou, A. (2001). Ethics. An essay on the understanding of evil, trans. & ed. Peter 
Hallward. London: Verso.
Balibar, E. (1994). “Subjection and subjectivation”, in Copjec, J. (Ed.)(1994). 
Supposing the subject. London: Verso, pp. 1-15.
Balibar, E. (2002). Politics and the other scene, trans. Christine Jones, James 
Swenson & Chris Turner. London: Verso.
Bataille, G. (1987). Eroticism, trans. Mary Dalwood. London: Marion Boyars.
Bauman, Z. (1990). “Effacing the face: On the social management of moral 
proximity”, in Theory, culture & society 7(1): 5-38.
Bauman, Z. (1992). Intimations of postmodernity. London: Routledge.
Bauman, Z. (1993). Postmodern ethics. Oxford: Basil Blackwell Ltd.
Bennett, J. (1996). “’How is it, then, that we still remain barbarians?’ Foucault, 
Schiller, and the aestheticization of ethics”, in Political theory 24(4): 653-672.
Bernauer, J. W. (1990). Michel Foucault’s force of ﬂight. Toward an ethics of 
thought. London: Humanities Press.
Bernauer, J. W. & Rasmussen, D. M. (Eds.)(1988). The ﬁnal Foucault. Cambridge, 
MA : MIT Press.
Bernauer, J. W. & Mahon, M. (1994). “The ethics of Michel Foucault”, in 
Gutting, G. (Ed.)(1996). The Cambridge companion to Foucault. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, pp. 141-158.
Best, S. & Kellner, D. (1991). Postmodern theory: Critical interrogations. 
New York: Guilford.
Boothroyd, D. (1996). “Foucault’s alimentary philosophy: Care of the self and 
responsibility for the other”, in Man and world 29 (4): 361-386.
Bouchard, D. F. (Ed.)(1977). Michel Foucault. Language, counter-memory, practice. 
Selected essays and interviews, trans. D. F. Bouchard & S. Simon. Ithaca, 
New York: Cornell University Press.
Burckhardt, J. (1935). The civilization of the Renaissance in Italy, trans. 
S.G.C. Middlemore. USA: Albert and Charles Boni.
Bibliography 255
Butler, J. (2000). “What is critique? An essay on Foucault’s virtue”, in Ingram, 
D. (Ed.) (2001). The political: Readings in Continental philosophy. London: Basil 
Blackwell, pp. 212-226.
Butler, J. (2002). “Bodies and power, revisited”, in Radical philosophy 114: 13-19.
Callinicos, A. (1989). Against postmodernism. Cambridge, MA: Polity.
Caputo, J. D. (1998). “To the point of possible confusion: God and il y a”, in 
Levinas: The face of the Other. The ﬁfteenth annual symposium of the 
Simon Silverman Phenomenology Centre, Duquesne University Press.
Cazeneuve, J. (1972). Lucien Lévy-Bruhl. New York: Harper.
Cohen, R. (1981). “Emmanuel Levinas: Happiness is a sensational time”, in 
Philosophy today 25 (3): 196-203.
Cohen, R. (Ed.)(1986). Face to face with Levinas. Albany: State University of 
New York Press.
Connolly, W. E. (1993). “Beyond good and evil. The ethical sensibility of Michel  
Foucault”, in Moss, J. (Ed.)(1998). The later Foucault. London: Sage 
Publications, pp. 108-128.
Copjec, J. (Ed.)(1994). Supposing the subject. London: Verso.
Critchley, S. & Dews, P. (Eds.)(1996). Deconstructive subjectivities. Albany: State 
University of New York Press.
Critchley, S. (1997). Very little…almost nothing. Death, philosophy, literature. London 
& New York: Routledge.
Critchley, S. (1999). Ethics-politics-subjectivity. Essays on Derrida, Levinas and 
contemporary French thought. London & New York: Verso.
Deleuze, G. & Guattari, F. (1977). Anti-Oedipus. Capitalism and schizophrenia. 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.
Deleuze, G. (1988). Foucault, trans. Sean Hand. London: Athlone Press.
Derrida, J. (1964). “Violence and metaphysics: An essay on the thought of 
Emmanuel Levinas”, in Derrida, J. (1978). Writing and difference, trans. Alan 
Bass. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, pp. 79-153. 
Derrida, J. (1978). Writing and difference, trans. A. Bass. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press. 
Derrida, J. & Labarrière, P. J. (1986). Altérités. Paris: Osiris.
Dews. P. (1989). “The return of the subject in the late Foucault”, in Smart, 
B. (Ed.)(1995a). Michel Foucault. Critical assessments. Volume VI. London: 
Routledge, pp. 148-156.
Dreyfus, H.L. & Rabinow, P. (1986). Michel Foucault. Beyond structuralism and 
hermeneutics. London: The Harvester Press Ltd.
Durkheim, E. (1972). Selected writings, trans. and ed. by Anthony Giddens. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Eagleton, T. (1990). The ideology of the aesthetic. New York: Basil Blackwell.
Eribon, D. (1993). Michel Foucault, trans. Betsy Wing. London: Faber & Faber.
Falzon, C. (1998). Foucault and social dialogue: Beyond fragmentation.
London: Routledge.
Foucault, M. (1954). Maladie mentale et personnalité. Paris: PUF.
256
Foucault. M. (1963). “A preface to transgression”, in Bouchard, D. F. (Ed.)(1977). 
Michel Foucault. Language, counter-memory, practice: Selected essays and 
interviews, trans. D. F. Bouchard & S. Simon. Ithaca, New York: Cornell 
University Press, pp. 29-52.
Foucault, M. (1964). “La folie, l’absence d’oeuvre”, appendix to the second 
edition of Foucault, M. (1972b)[1961]. Histoire de la folie à l’âge classique, 
Paris: Galimard, pp. 575-582.
Foucault, M. (1970a). The order of things: An archaeology of the human sciences, trans. 
unknown. London: Routledge. 
Foucault, M. (1970b). “Theatrum philosophicum”, in Bouchard, D. F.(Ed.) 
(1977). Michel Foucault. Language, counter-memory, practice. Selected essays and 
interviews, trans. D. F. Bouchard & S. Simon. Ithaca, New York: Cornell 
University Press, pp. 165-196.
Foucault, M. (1971). “Revolutionary action: ‘Until now’”, in Bouchard, D.F. (Ed.) 
(1977). Michel Foucault. Language, counter-memory, practice. Selected essays & 
interviews, trans. D. F. Bouchard & S. Simon. Ithaca, New York: Cornell 
University Press, pp. 218-233.
Foucault, M. (1972a). “Intellectuals and power. A conversation between Michel 
Foucault and Gilles Deleuze”, in Bouchard, D. F. (Ed.)(1977). Michel Foucault. 
 Language, counter-memory, practice. Selected essays and interviews, trans. 
D. F. Bouchard & S. Simon. Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 
pp. 203-217. 
Foucault, M. (1972b)[1961]. Histoire de la folie à l’âge classique, Paris: Galimard.
Foucault, M. (1976). “The West and truth of sex”, trans. Lawrence Winters, in 
Sub-stance 20 (1978): 5-8.
Foucault, M. (1977a). “Power and strategies”, in Gordon, C. (Ed.)(1980). Michel 
Foucault. Power/knowledge. Selected interviews and other writings 1972-1977, 
trans. Colin Gordon, Leo Marshall, John Mepham & Kate Soper. Great 
Britain: The Harvester Press Ltd, pp.134-145.
Foucault, M. (1977b). “The confession of the ﬂesh”, in Gordon, C. (Ed.)(1980). 
Michel Foucault. Power/knowledge. Selected interviews and other writings 1972-
1977, trans. Colin Gordon, Leo Marshall, John Mepham & Kate Soper. 
Great Britian: The Harvester Press Ltd, pp. 194-228.
Foucault, M. (1977c). “Preface”, in Deleuze, G. & Guattari, F. (1977). Anti-
Oedipus. Capitalism and schizophrenia. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, pp. xi-xiv.
Foucault, M. (1979a). “Politics and reason”, in Kritzman, L. (Ed.)(1988). 
Politics, philosophy, culture: Interviews and other writings 1977-1984, trans. A. 
Sheridan. New York: Routledge, Chapman & Hall, Inc., pp. 57-85.
Foucault, M. (1979b). “Governmentality”, trans. Rosi Braidotti, in Ideology and 
consciousness 6: 5-12. [Reprinted in Burchell, G., Gordon, G. & Miller, P. (Eds.) 
(1991). The Foucault effect. Chicago: Chicago University Press, pp. 87-104.]
Foucault, M. (1980a). “Christianity and confession”, in Lotringer, S. & 
Hochroth, L. (Eds.)(1997). Michel Foucault. The politics of truth. New York: 
Semiotext(e), pp. 199-236.
Bibliography 257
Foucault, M. (1980b). “Dartmouth lecture: Subjectivity and truth”, in Lotringer, 
S. & Hochroth, L. (Eds.)(1997). The politics of truth. New York: Semiotext(e), 
pp. 171-198.
Foucault, M. (1981a). “Omnes et Singulatum: Towards a criticism of ‘political 
reason’”, in McMurrin, S. M. (Ed.)(1981). The Tanner lectures on human values II. 
Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, pp. 223-254.
Foucault, M. (1981b). “Is it useless to revolt?”, trans. James Bernauer, in Philosophy 
and Social Criticism 8: 5-9.
Foucault, M. (1981c). “Sexuality and solitude”, in Rabinow, P. (Ed.)(2000). Michel 
Foucault. Ethics: Subjectivity and truth. Essential works. Volume I. London: 
Penguin Books, pp. 175-184. 
Foucault, M. (1982a). “The subject and power”, in Dreyfus, H.L. & Rabinow, P. 
(1986). Michel Foucault. Beyond structuralism and hermeneutics. London: 
The Harvester Press Ltd, pp. 208-226.
Foucault, M. (1982b). “Technologies of the self”, in Martin, L. H., Gutman, H., 
Hutton, P. H. (Eds.)(1988). Technologies of the self. A seminar with Michel Foucault. 
London: Tavistock Publications, pp. 16-49.
Foucault, M. (1982c). “Sexual act, sexual choice: Foucault and homosexuality”, 
in Kritzman, L. D. (Ed.)(1988). Michel Foucault. Politics, philosophy, culture: 
Interviews and other writings 1977-1984, trans. A. Sheridan et al. London: 
Routledge, pp. 286-303.
Foucault, M. (1982d). “Truth, power, self: An interview with Michel Foucault”, in 
Martin, L. H., Gutman, H., Hutton, P. H. (Eds.)(1988). Technologies of the self. 
A seminar with Michel Foucault. London: Tavistock Publications, pp. 9-15.
Foucault, M. (1983a). “What is Enlightenment?”, in Rabinow, P. (Ed).(1984). 
The Foucault reader. New York: Pantheon Books, pp. 32-50.
Foucault, M. (1983b). “Politics and ethics: An interview”, trans. Catherine Porter, in 
Rabinow, P. (Ed.)(1984). The Foucault reader. New York: Pantheon Books, 
pp. 373-380. 
Foucault, M. (1983c). “On the genealogy of ethics: An overview of work in progress”, 
in Rabinow, P. (Ed.)(1984). The Foucault reader. New York: Pantheon Books, 
pp. 340-372.
Foucault, M. (1983d). “Critical theory/intellectual history”, trans. Jeremy Harding, 
in Kritzman, L. D. (Ed.)(1988). Michel Foucault. Politics, philosophy, culture: 
Interviews and other writings 1977-1984. New York: Routledge, pp. 17-46. [Also 
published as “Structuralism and post-structuralism: An interview with  
Michel Foucault,” in Telos 55 (Spring, 1983): 195-211].
Foucault, M. (1983e). “L’écriture de soi”, in Corps écrit 5: 3-23.
Foucault, M. (1983f). “Discourse and truth: The problematization of [parrhēsia]”. 
[Transcription by Joseph Pearson of a seminar (six lectures) delivered in 1983 
at the University of California, Berkeley]. Evanston: Department of Philosophy, 
Northwestern University.
Foucault, M. (1983g). “The minimalist self”, in Kritzman, L. D. (Ed.)(1988). 
Michel Foucault. Politics, philosophy, culture: Interviews and other writings 1977-
258
1984, trans. A. Sheridan. New York: Routledge: pp. 3-16. [Also published 
as “An ethics of pleasure”, in Lotringer (Ed.) 1996: 371-381].
Foucault, M. (1983h). “What is revolution?”, in Lotringer, S. & Hochroth, L. (Eds.) 
(1997). Michel Foucault. The politics of truth. New York: Semiotext(e), pp. 83-100.
Foucault, M. (1984a). “The ethic of care for the self as a practice of freedom. An 
interview with Michel Foucault on January, 20, 1984”, trans. J. D. Gauthier, 
in Bernauer, J. W. & Rasmussen, D. M. (Eds.)(1988). The ﬁnal Foucault. 
Cambridge, MA : MIT Press, pp. 1-20.
Foucault, M. (1984b). “Preface (original version) to The history of sexuality, Volume II”, 
trans. William Smock, in Rabinow, P. (Ed.)(1984). The Foucault reader. New 
York: Pantheon Books, pp. 333-339.
Foucault, M. (1984c). “The concern for truth”, trans. John Johnston, in Lotringer, S. 
 (Ed.)(1996). Foucault live. Collected interviews 1961-1984, trans. Lysa Hochroth 
& John Johnston. New York: Semiotext(e), pp. 455-464 [Also published in in 
Art and text 16 (Summer 1984): 320-331].
Foucault, M. (1984d). “An aesthetics of existence”, in Lotringer, S. (Ed.)(1996). 
Foucault live. Collected interviews 1961-1984, trans. Lysa Hochroth & John 
Johnston. New York: Semiotext(e), pp. 450-454.
Foucault, M. (1984e). “The battle for chastity”, in Ariès, P. & Béjin, A. (Eds.) 
(1985). Western sexuality: Practice and precept in past and present times, trans. 
Anthony Forster. Oxford: Basil Blackwell, pp. 14-25.
Foucault, M. (1984f). “Final interview”, in Raritan 5, I (Summer 1985): 1-13. 
[Also published as “The return of morality”, trans. John Johnston, in 
Lotringer 1996: 465-473].
Foucault, M. (1984g). “Polemics, politics, and problematizations. An interview 
with Michel Foucault”, trans. Lydia Davis, in Rabinow, P. (Ed.)(1984). The 
Foucault reader. New York: Pantheon Books, pp. 381-390.
Foucault M. (1986)[1983]. “Kant on Enlightenment and revolution”, trans. Colin 
Gordon, in Economy and society 15(1): 88-96.
Foucault, M (1990a). The history of sexuality. Volume I: Introduction, trans. Robert 
Hurley. London: Penguin. In French: Histoire de la sexualité, I: la valonté de 
savoir. (1976). Paris: Galimard.
Foucault, M (1990b). The history of sexuality. Volume iii: The care of the self, trans. 
Robert Hurley. London: Penguin. In French: Histoire de la sexualité, iii: la 
souci de soi. (1984). Paris: Galimard.
Foucault, M (1992a). Discipline and punish. The birth of the prison, trans. Alan 
Sheridan. London: Penguin. 
Foucault, M (1992b). The history of sexuality. Volume ii: The use of pleasure, 
trans. Robert Hurley. London: Penguin. In French: Histoire de la sexualité, ii: 
l’usage des plaisirs. (1984). Paris: Galimard.
Fraser, N. (1981). “Foucault on modern power: Empirical insights and normative 
confusions”, in Praxis International 1(3): 286.
Goldhill, S. (1995). Foucault’s virginity. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Bibliography 259
Gordon, C. (Ed.)(1980). Michel Foucault. Power/knowledge. Selected interviews and other 
writings 1972-1977, trans. Colin Gordon, Leo Marshall, John Mepham & Kate 
Soper. Great Britain: The Harvester Press Ltd.
Greenblatt, S. (1980). Renaissance self-fashioning: From More to Shakespeare. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press.
Gregor, M. J. (Ed.)(1996). Immanuel Kant. Practical philosophy, trans. Mary, J. Gregor. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Gutting, G. (Ed.)(1994). The Cambridge companion to Foucault. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.
Haar, M. (1997). “The obsession of the Other. Ethics as traumatization”, in 
Philosophy and social criticism 23 (6): 95-107. 
Habermas, J. (1984). “Taking aim at the heart of the present”, trans. Sigrid 
Brauner & Robert Brown, in Hoy (Ed.)(1986). Foucault. A critical reader. 
Oxford: Basil Blackwell, Ltd., pp. 103-108.
Habermas, J. (1993). Justiﬁcation and application: Remarks on discourse ethics, trans. 
Ciaran P. Cronin. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Hacking, I. (1984). “Self-improvement”, in Hoy (Ed.)(1986). Foucault. A critical 
reader. Oxford: Basil Blackwell Ltd., pp. 235-240.
Hadot, P. (1995). Philosophy as a way of life, trans. Michael Chase. Oxford: 
Blackwell Publishers Ltd.
Han, B. (2002). Foucault’s critical project. Between the transcendental and the historical, 
trans. Edward Pile. Stanford: Stanford University Press.
Hand, S. (Ed.)(1989). The Levinas reader. Oxford: Basil Blackwell.
Hartmann, J. (2003). “Power and resistance in the later Foucault”,  paper 
presented at the 3rd Annual Meeting of the Foucault Circle, on Internet: 
mypage.siu.edu/hartmajr/pdf/jh_fouccirc_03.pdf 
Hegel, G. W. F. (1979)[1807]. The phenomenology of spirit, trans. A. V. Miller & J. N. 
Findlay. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Hegel, G. W. F. (1991)[1821]. Elements of the philosophy of right, trans. H. B. Nisbet. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Heidegger, M. (1946). “Letter on humanism”, trans. F.A. Capuzzi, in Krell, D. F. (Ed.) 
(1977). Martin Heidegger. Basic writings. New York: Harper & Row, pp. 193-242.
Heidegger, M. (1962). Being and time, trans. J. Maquarrie & E. Robinson. New York: 
Harper and Row.
Hiley, D. R. (1984). “Foucault and the analysis of power: Political engagement 
without liberal hope or comfort”, in Praxis International 4(2): 192-207.
Hiley, D. R. (1985). “Foucault and the question of Enlightenment”, in Philosophy 
and social criticism 11 (Summer): 63-84.
Hofmeyr, A. B. (2003). “Self-created or Other-invoked? Foucault and Levinas on 
how to become ethical”, in Phronimon 4(1): 40-61.
Honderich, T. (1995). The Oxford companion to philosophy. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Hoy, D. C. (Ed.)(1986). Foucault. A critical reader. Oxford: Basil Blackwell, Ltd.
Husserl, E. (1971). The phenomenology of internal time-consciousness, ed. M. Heidegger, 
trans. J. S. Churchill. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.
Husserl, E. (1976). Logical investigations, trans. J. N. Findlay. London: Routledge.
260
Husserl, E. (1982). Ideas pertaining to a pure phenomenology and to a phenomenological  
philosophy, First Book, trans. F. Kersten. Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers.
Ingram, D. (Ed.)(2001). The political: Readings in Continental philosophy. 
London: Basil Blackwell.
Kant, I. (1784). “Was ist Aufklärung?” in Lotringer, S. & Hochroth, L. (Eds.) 
(1997). Michel Foucault. The politics of truth. New York: Semiotext(e), pp. 7-20. 
Kant, I. (1785). “Groundwork of the metaphysics of morals”, in Gregor, M. J. 
(Ed.)(1996). Immanuel Kant. Practical philosophy, trans. Mary J. Gregor. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 42-108.
Kant, I. (1965)[1781]. Critique of pure reason, trans. Norman Kemp Smith. New 
York: St. Martin’s Press.
Krell, D. F. (Ed.)(1977). Martin Heidegger. Basic writings. New York: Harper & Row.
Kritzman, L. (Ed.)(1988). Michel Foucault. Politics, philosophy, culture: Interviews 
and other writings 1977-1984, trans. A. Sheridan. New York: Routledge, 
Chapman & Hall, Inc.
Lamour, D. H. J., Miller, P. A. & Platter, C. (Eds.)(1998). Rethinking sexuality. Foucault 
and classical antiquity. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press.
Levinas, E. (1951). “Is ontology fundamental?”, in Levinas, E. (2000). On thinking-
of-the-Other. Entre nous, trans. Michael B. Smith & Barbara Harshav. London: 
The Athlone Press, pp. 1-11.
Levinas, E. (1962). “Transcendence and height”, in Peperzak, A., Critchley, S. & 
Bernasconi, R. (Eds.)(1996). Emmanuel Levinas. Basic philosophical writings. 
Bloomington & Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, pp. 11-32.
Levinas, E. (1964). “Meaning and sense”, in Peperzak, A., Critchley, S. & 
Bernasconi, R. (Eds.)(1996). Emmanuel Levinas. Basic philosophical writings. 
Bloomington & Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, pp. 33-64.
Levinas, E. (1967). “Martin Buber and the theory of knowledge”, in Hand, S. (Ed.) 
(1989). The Levinas reader. Oxford: Basil Blackwell, pp. 59-74.
Levinas, E. (1968). “Substitution”, in Peperzak, A., Critchley, S. & Bernasconi, R. 
(Eds.)(1996). Emmanuel Levinas. Basic philosophical writings. Bloomington & 
Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, pp. 79-96.
Levinas, E. (1973). The theory of intuition in Husserl’s phenomenology, trans. A. Orianne. 
Northwestern University studies in phenomenology and existential 
philosophy. Evanston III: Northwestern University Press. 
Levinas, E. (1974). En découvrant l’existence avec Husserl et Heidegger. Paris: Vrin. 
Levinas E. (1978a). Existence and existents, trans. Alphonso Lingis. The Hague: 
Martinus Nijhoff. In French: De l’existence a l’existant. (1978)[1947]. Paris: Vrin.
Levinas, E. (1978b). “Signature”, trans. Mary Ellen Petrisko, ed. Adriaan Peperzak, 
in Research in Phenomenology 8: 175-189. In French: “Signature”, in Difﬁcile liberté. 
(1976). Paris: Livre de Poche.
Levinas E. (1979). Totality and inﬁnity. An essay on exteriority, trans. Alphonso Lingis. 
The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff. In French: Totalité et inﬁni. (1961). The Hague: 
Martinus Nijhoff.
Levinas, E. (1985). Ethics and inﬁnity. Conversations with Philippe Nemo, trans. Richard 
A. Cohen. Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press. In French: Éthique et inﬁni. 
Bibliography 261
Dialogues avec Philippe Nemo. (1982). Librairie Arthème Fayard et Radio-France, 
L’espace intérieur 26.
Levinas, E. (1987a). Time and the Other, trans. R. Cohen. Pittsburgh: Duquesne University 
Press. In French: Le temps et l’ autre (1948). Grenoble & Paris: B. Arthaud.
Levinas, E. (1987b). Collected philosophical papers, trans. Alphonso Lingis. Dordrecht: 
Martinus Nijhoff Publishers.
Levinas, E. (1990). Difﬁcult freedom: Essays on Judaism, trans. Sean Hand. Baltimore: 
The John Hopkins University Press. 
Levinas, E. (1991). Otherwise than being or beyond essence, trans. Alphonso Lingis. 
Dordrecht/Boston/London: Kluwer Academic Publishers. In French: 
Autrement qu’être ou au-delà de l’essence (1974). The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff.
Levinas, E. (1996). Proper names. Stanford, California: Stanford University Press. 
Levinas, E. (2000). On thinking-of-the-Other. Entre nous, trans. Michael B. Smith & 
Barbara Harshav. London: The Athlone Press.
Levinas, E. (2003). On escape, trans. Bettina Bergo. Stanford: Stanford University Press. 
In French: De l’évasion (1982)[1935]. Montpellier: Fata Morgana.
Lotringer, S. (Ed.)(1996). Foucault live. Collected Interviews 1961-1984, trans. Lysa Hochroth 
& John Johnston. New York: Semiotext(e).
Lotringer, S. & Hochroth, L. (Eds.)(1997). Michel Foucault. The politics of truth. 
New York: Semiotext(e). 
Martin , L. H., Gutman, H., Hutton, P. H. (Eds.)(1988). Technologies of the self. 
Amherst, MA: The University of Massachusetts Press.
McMurrin, S. M. (Ed.)(1981). The Tanner lectures on human values II. Salt Lake City: 
University of Utah Press.
Merleau-Ponty, M. (1994).The phenomenology of perception, trans. Colin Smith. 
London: Routledge.
Moss, J. (Ed.)(1998). The later Foucault. London: Sage Publications.
Nehamas, A. (1985). Nietzsche: Life as literature. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press.
Nietzsche, F. (1966). Beyond good and evil, trans. W. Kaufmann. New York: Vintage.
Nietzsche, F. (1967). The will to power, trans. W. Kaufmann & R. J. Hollingdale. 
New York: Random House.
Nietzsche, F. (1969). On the genealogy of morals, trans. W. Kaufmann. New York: 
Vintage Books.
Nietzsche, F. (1974). The gay science, trans. W. Kaufmann. New York: Vintage Books. 
Norris, C. (1992). Uncritical theory. Postmodernism, intellectuals and the Gulf War. 
London: Lawrence and Wishart.
O’Farrell, C. (1989). Foucault. Historian or philosopher? London: The Macmillian Press Ltd.
Oksala, J. (2002). Freedom in the philosophy of Michel Foucault. Philosophical Studies 
from the University of Helsinki 2. Helsinki: Department of Philosophy.
O’Leary, T. (2002). Foucault and the art of ethics. London: Continuum.
Peperzak, A. (1993). To the Other. An introduction to the philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas. 
West Lafavette, Indiana: Purdue University Press. 
Peperzak, A. (Ed.)(1995). Ethics as ﬁrst philosophy. London & New York: Routledge.
262
Peperzak, A., Critchley, S. & Bernasconi, R. (Eds.)(1996). Emmanuel Levinas. Basic 
philosophical writings. Bloomington & Indianapolis: Indiana University Press.
Plath, S. (2000). The unabridged journals of Sylvia Plath 1950-1962, transcribed 
from the original manuscripts at Smith College, ed. Karen V. Kukil. New 
York: Anchor Books.
Plato. (1963). The Republic, trans. H. D. P. Lee. Middlesex: Penguin Books.
Rabinow, P. (Ed.)(1984). The Foucault reader. New York: Pantheon Books.
Rabinow, P. (Ed.)(2000). Michel Foucault. Ethics: Subjectivity and truth. 
Essential works. Volume i. London: Penguin Books.
Rajchman, J. (1985). Michel Foucault. The freedom of philosophy. New York: 
Columbia University Press.
Scott, C.E. (1990). The question of ethics. Nietzsche, Foucault, Heidegger. Bloomington 
and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press.
Sartre, J.P. (1949). Nausea, trans. L. Alexander. New York: New Directions.
Sartre, J.P. (1956). Being and nothingness: An essay on phenomenological ontology, 
trans. H. E. Barnes. New York: Philosophical Library.
Simons, J. (1995). Foucault and the political. London: Routledge.
Smart, B. (Ed.)(1995a). Michel Foucault. Critical assessments. Volume vi. 
London: Routledge.
Smart, B. (1995b). “The subject of responsibility”, in Philosophy and social 
criticism 21(4): 93-110.
Solomon, R. C. (1988). Continental philosophy since 1750. The rise and fall of the 
Self. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Strasser, S. (1977). “Antiphénoménologie et phénoménologie dans la philosophie 
d’Emmanuel Levinas”, in Revue philosophique de Louvain 75: 101-24.
Tallon, A. (1995). “Non-intentional affectivity, affective intentionality, and the 
ethical in Levinas’s philosophy”, in Peperzak, A. (Ed.)(1995). Ethics as ﬁrst 
philosophy. London and New York: Routledge, pp. 107-121.
Thompson, K. (2003). “Forms of resistance: Foucault on tactical reversal and 
self-formation”, in Continental philosophy review 36 (2): 113-138.
Taylor, C. (1984). “Foucault on freedom and truth”, in Hoy, D. C. (Ed.)(1986). 
Foucault. A critical reader. Oxford: Basil Blackwell, Ltd., pp. 69-102.
Veyne, P. (1993). “The ﬁnal Foucault and his ethics”, trans. Cahterine Porter & 
Arnold I. Davidson, in Critical inquiry 20(1): 1-9.
Visker, R. (1995). Michel Foucault. Genealogy as critique, trans. Chris Turner. 
London: Verso.
Visker, R. (1999). Truth and singularity. Taking Foucault into phenomenology. 
Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers.
White, S. (1986). “Foucault’s challenge to critical theory”, in American Political 
Science Review 80 (2): 419-32.
Wolin, R. (1987). “Foucault’s aesthetic decisionism”, in Telos (67): 71-86.
Wolin, R. (1992). The terms of cultural criticism. New York: Columbia University Press.
S u m m a r y
Ethics and aesthetics in Foucault and Levinas
Michel Foucault’s conception of care of the self and Emmanuel Levinas’s unprecedented 
concern for the Other represent what appears to be two distinctly different approaches 
to ethics. Their respective preoccupations with ethics are of particular pertinence in 
this day and age in which morality no longer exists for some, and is increasing falling 
short for others. It is in this context that this study attempts to gauge to what extent 
the later Foucault’s conception of care of the self succeeds in being ethically useful, 
especially when measured by a Levinasian yardstick that prioritizes care for others. 
Contrary to expectation, it uncovers that care of the self actively cultivates a non-
reductive responsiveness towards alterity – an approach to ethics that is potentially 
more useful today than Levinas’s ethical metaphysics. To this end, Part i critically 
assesses the later Foucault’s contribution to ethics. This assessment paves the way for 
a defence of the later Foucault against the Levinasian position that ethics is not a 
matter of self-creation but of Other-invocation. Part ii focuses on the early Levinas’s 
thinking. It ultimately amounts to a Foucaultian critique of Levinas’s later negation 
of self-concern in favour of an exclusive concern for the Other. This study concludes 
that care of the self understood as an aesthetics (Foucault) or “economics” (Levinas) of 
existence is indispensable to ethics but that ethics, in the sense intended by Foucault, 
cannot do away with the necessity of cultivating a non-reductive openness towards 
alterity. The way in which care of the self succeeds in engendering other-responsiveness 
is made explicit with the aid of Foucault’s earlier thinking on transgression and the 
repetition of the same.
Context
Our present day ethical crisis is characterized by a proliferation of disparate and often 
impoverished moral authorities, on the one hand, and the ambiguity and political 
exploitation of others, on the other hand. As a result, agents can no longer rely on external 
authorities for unequivocal moral guidance and are required to take responsibility for 
their own ethical self-constitution, that is, for formulating their own or at least critically 
assessing existing moral guidelines. It would therefore seem that ethics – or the way 
in which the self relates to itself as the ethical subject of its own action, according to 
Foucault’s formulation – comes into play when morality falls short. Both Foucault and 
Levinas respond to this (intellectual) crisis of morality with a decisive turn to ethics. 
The later Foucault believes that a responsiveness towards others can be cultivated 
through care of the self. Levinas, on the other hand, ﬁnds self-concern a necessary but 
not a sufﬁcient condition for ethics. For him, ethics, understood as that relation in 
which an unconditional openness to the Other is established and maintained, comes 
ﬁrst – before any aesthetics of existence.
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Content
Part i is devoted to a critical assessment of the later Foucault’s genealogy of ethics. 
Section i follows the trajectory of the second volume of his Histoire de la sexualité, 
L’usage de plaisirs (1984). It ﬁrst establishes how Foucault proceeds from problematizing 
sexuality to developing an ethics. It then explains Foucault’s peculiar distinction 
between ethics and morality. According to Foucault, our histories of morality should 
not only reﬂect the history of codes of moral conduct, but also the history of the forms 
of moral subjectivization, that is, the way in which we constitute ourselves as moral 
agents of our own actions. Thus, apart from the moral code and the way in which we 
behave in relation to the code, morality also includes ethics or the self’s relation to itself. 
Foucault’s Histoire excavates the four main aspects of Greco-Roman ethical practices: (1) 
the ethical substance [substance éthique] or that part of oneself that is taken to be the 
relevant domain for ethical judgement; (2) the mode of subjection [mode d’assujettissement] 
or the way in which the individual establishes his/her relation to moral obligations and 
rules; (3) the self-forming activity or ethical work [practique de soi] that one performs on 
oneself, not only in order to bring one’s conduct into compliance with a given rule, but 
also to attempt to transform oneself into an ethical subject; and ﬁnally, (4) the telos or 
the overarching mode of being to which we aspire when we behave ethically. Section 
i concludes by looking at the speciﬁc practices by which Greek men sought to stylize 
their conduct: their dietary, domestic and courtship practices (dietetics, economics and 
erotics). Around these three ﬁelds, the Greeks developed arts of living, of conducting 
themselves, and of “using pleasures” according to austere and demanding principles. The 
aim was to actively establish self-mastery through care of the self. Being self-involved 
was not unethical or suspect but precisely the means through which the ethical subject 
was constituted. For the Greeks, reﬂection on sexual behaviour as a moral domain was 
not a means of internalizing or formalizing general interdictions imposed on everyone; 
rather, it was a means of developing – for the smallest minority of the population, 
made up of free, adult males – an aesthetics of existence, the purposeful art of freedom 
perceived as a power game. 
Section ii focuses on the third volume of Foucault’s history of sexuality, Le souci 
de soi (1984) in which he looks at the innovations introduced into Greek culture by the 
Romans in the ﬁrst centuries of our era. It gives an account of what the practice of care 
of the self consisted in, who preached and practiced it. The ﬁrst two centuries of the 
imperial epoch was a golden age in the cultivation of the self. It was characterized by an 
increased preoccupation with the self, which in turn led to certain modiﬁcations in the 
three great arts of self-conduct (dietetics, economics and erotics). It is often associated 
with a growing individualism – an increased concern for self at the expense of social and 
political engagement. However, Foucault discovers that the newfound preoccupation 
with the self did not lead to reclusion, but to more reciprocity. The dominion of oneself 
over oneself was increasingly manifested in the practice of obligations towards others. In 
short, the intensiﬁcation of the concern for the self went hand in hand with a valorization 
of the other, which was precisely made possible by a deliberate art of self-limiting 
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conduct. Although these Roman innovations were attended by an intensiﬁcation of 
austerity practices, they did not signal stricter prohibitions. Instead, it inaugurated a 
new mode of voluntary being in which individuals had to learn how to practice and 
maintain self-control so as to arrive at a pure enjoyment of and supremacy over the 
self.
Section ii further shows how Foucault’s notion of ethics should be understood as 
an ethos. It does not seek to establish universal structures of thought and action to 
ﬁx the limits of what we may legitimately do. Instead it aims to determine, through 
historiographical investigations, to what extent what is accepted as universal and obligatory 
is in actual fact historically singular, contingent and the product of arbitrary constraints. 
Foucault does not seek an alternative in the ancients. By going back to classical antiquity, 
Foucault wants to problematize the present and our concomitant subjugating identities 
to uncover possibilities for increased freedom. What fascinated Foucault was the fact 
that, for the ancients, this freedom went beyond a mere liberation from limitations, and 
was realized in an afﬁrmative project in which it was practiced and stylized. Section ii 
also illustrates in what way the ancients experienced economic life as an ethical domain 
par excellence. Analogous to Levinas’s notion of economic life, the ancients prepared to 
become ethical through their ordinary day-to-day preoccupations. Contrary to Levinas, 
however, becoming ethical was an active process of self-formation and not the result of 
the Other’s intervention from beyond economic life. It entailed exercises, practical tasks 
and various activities that involved a reciprocal round of exchanges with others. The 
self needed others’ assistance in its aesthetical self-formation. Giving to others because 
one also needed them was not considered ethically suspect, as Levinas would argue, but 
precisely that which augmented self-other relations. Care of the self culminated in self-
mastery and self-enjoyment. Only such a self-possessed self could relate to the other in a 
non-reductive way. However, this section concludes that the later Foucault fails to make 
explicit how such a fully-ﬂedged self-created self can and will maintain a spontaneous 
non-violent relationship towards others. 
Section iii undertakes a critical evaluation of the ethicality and practicability of self-
creation. It is not concerned with the historical accuracy of Foucault’s account but aims 
to evaluate to what extent the conclusions drawn from the past can help counter our 
present ethical quandary. The ﬁrst chapter consists in a retrospective critique: to what 
extent, in the context of Foucault’s convictions regarding power, knowledge and the self, 
is the “practices of liberty” feasible and indeed practicable? It concludes that the ethical 
subject’s practices of liberty counters an overdetermination by power and knowledge 
and are therefore intrinsically political in nature.  The second chapter deals with the 
case levelled against the ethicality of care of the self. Increased freedom is obviously not 
necessarily ethical. Care of the self might regulate the individual’s conduct towards others 
but sometimes the only way to secure my own freedom is to violate somebody else’s. This 
chapter deals with the charges of aestheticization, narcissism, aesthetic decisionism and 
ﬁnally with the (non)place of the other in self-formation. It concludes with the introduction 
of a two-pronged defence of care of the self: the ﬁrst stage of the defence will proceed by 
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constructing a functional analogy between the later Foucault’s conception of an aesthetics 
of existence and the early Levinas’s economic existence. The way in which the existent’s 
auto-positing functions in Levinas’s thinking will be used to gauge the ethical status of 
the Foucaultian subject’s self-creation. The second and conclusive stage of the defence will 
be devoted to ﬁnding that dynamic in Foucault’s aesthetics of existence that cultivates a 
non-reductive responsiveness towards others.
Part ii | The question concerning the self’s responsibility towards others is brought 
into relief by Levinas’s insistence that the self-actualized self will not be able to break out 
of its egoist economy without an intervention by the Other. Levinas’s thinking therefore 
serves as an ideal critical yardstick against which the ethicality of care of the self can be 
measured. Part ii departs from the premise that care of the self will fall short ethically 
when compared to Levinas’s insistence on an unconditional openness towards others. 
However, it uncovers Levinas’s own peculiar notion of care of the self, which forms the 
foundation of his ethical metaphysics. Indeed, in his earliest three works, De l’existence a 
l’existant (1947), Le temps et l’ autre (1948) and Totalité et inﬁni (1961), one ﬁnds a defence of 
the ethical import of self-concern. In these works, the question of the self-transcendence 
of the self certainly precedes and is never eclipsed by the question of ethics. Not that 
Levinas considers the subject’s egoist preoccupations to be ethical in itself. Rather, 
he defends egoism and the absolute self-sufﬁciency (“atheism”) to which it leads as a 
necessary condition for ethicality. In this sense, the existent’s economic existence, as it is 
developed in Levinas’s earliest three works, is functionally analogous to the Foucaultian 
subject’s aesthetics of existence, which means that the latter cannot be dismissed as mere 
narcissism. Part ii is devoted to constructing such a functional analogy.
In his early works, Levinas therefore underscores the indispensability of taking care 
of oneself for ethics. Only the one who has become completely self-sufﬁcient is able 
to take up his/her responsibility towards others. Although egocentrism is a necessary 
condition for becoming ethical, it is nevertheless not sufﬁcient. Levinas describes the 
self-posited egoist existent as a “hungry stomach without ears”. Left to its own devices, 
the separated I is naturally inclined to retain its independence and egocentric pleasures. 
While the Foucaultian self-caring subject is ethically educable, the Levinasian existent 
is ethically inept – deaf and blind to others’ needs. It does not voluntarily turn towards 
the Other but remains entirely deaf to the Other. It is only the absolutely Other that can 
initiate the ethical conversion. The contented closed system of egocentrism is confronted 
by something it cannot resist, despite its self-sufﬁciency. Thus a transcendent Other is 
needed to save this hopelessly egoist self from itself. This is the deﬁnitive difference 
between Foucault and Levinas’s respective notions of subjectivity. While Foucault’s 
subject is actively able to participate in the ethical gesture of approaching the other 
person, the Levinasian existent is condemned to the passive participation in a hopeless 
amorality. Against the backdrop of Levinas’s ethics of Otherness, Foucault’s ethics of 
self-concern paints a much more optimistic, and to our mind, more realistic picture. 
He invests or entrusts the subject with an inherent potential for ethicality, a sensibility 
educable through careful techniques of the self. In a time in which agents are required 
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to take responsibility for their own ethical self-formation, Levinas seems to cede this 
responsibility to an Other. The subject is reduced to a bottomless passivity and thereby 
ironically stripped of its very accountability. The framing presumption of the argument 
therefore changes into a Foucaultian critique of Levinas.
At ﬁrst sight then it would appear as if Levinas’s scheme collapses into a binary 
opposition: on the one hand, we have the economic existence which is completely 
atheist and strictly egotistical, and which leaves the existent with no recourse to ethical 
action. On the other hand, we have the ethical existence initiated and sustained by 
a transcendent Other. After the Other’s intervention the egoist existent becomes an 
ethical subject. However, towards the end of ti Levinas invalidates the sequential 
account he has given thus far of self-creation and Other-invocation by insisting upon 
their simultaneousness. With the same gesture with which the subject turns inwards 
towards itself, it is also turning outwards to face the Other.
It would almost seem as if Levinas had to insist upon this simultaneity to 
avoid this danger of constructing a binary opposition susceptible to totalization. 
The subject is then forced to perform some kind of quantum magic act in which 
it is in two places at the same time – ﬁrmly entrenched in immanence as egoist 
existent and transcending itself as converted ethical subject. It could be that Levinas 
herewith tried to describe the converted ethical subject’s continuing struggle against 
an inherently egoist nature. However, in light of his later works this explanation 
becomes increasingly implausible. There Levinas describes ethical subjectivity (or 
creature), as “bottomless” or “deathlike passivity”. This is “the passivity of a trauma” 
– the subject’s egoist nature is traumatically torn out. It can now act only by virtue of 
the Other, the other in the same. Yet, Levinas insists that this hollowed out subject 
is still able to revert to egoism. Despite the ambiguous status attributed to auto-
positing (“separation”) in Autrement qu’être ou au-delà de l’essence (1974), it nevertheless 
retains its pride of place in much of ti.
Section i explores the repercussions of the ethical conversion for the subject as it 
is found in ae. In this later “mature” work, economic self-positing is still implicitly 
presupposed (as necessary condition) but subjectivity is understood solely as Other-
invoked, denying any preceding existential base. A critically justiﬁable analogy 
between Foucault and Levinas therefore becomes impossible beyond ti. By exploring 
some of the differences between these two thinkers, Section i serves to demarcate 
the limits where their respective notions of subjectivity can be said to “coincide” as 
structures that hone the egoist subject for its ethical responsiveness towards others. 
Section ii traces the deployment of the Levinasian subjectivity. This deployment 
can be divided into four subsections: (1) what precedes existents; (2) the existent’s 
appearance; (3) the nature of the existent’s life in the world and its death; and ﬁnally, 
(4) the existent’s reorientation towards the Other or its conversion from egocentrism 
to ethics. The aesthetical aspects of the Levinasian subjectivity are primarily to be 
found in part 2 and 3. These sections represent the existent’s economics of existence 
that will prove to be functionally analogous to Foucault’s subject caring for itself. 
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Part 4 announces the point at which their ways part – where Levinas’s initial 
phenomenology of the Self develops into a philosophy of the Other. This section 
concludes with the discovery that it is precisely by virtue of its separation and 
incipient egocentric existence that the existent is ﬁnally able to “hear” the ethical 
call of the Other.
In ee and ta, Levinas constructs subjectivity as a system-unto-itself, as completely 
self-sufﬁcient, lacking nothing that it cannot satisfy by its existential praxis of 
nourishment and alimentation in the world. It is unlikely that this atheist and purely 
self-referential contented subject would respond to the call that demands that it gives 
up everything that it has worked to accomplish. Atheism is such a radical separation 
that all notions of transcendence are forgotten. According to Levinas, this possibility 
of forgetting transcendence is precisely necessary for separation. In turn, separation, in 
which the self takes precedence before any Other, is a necessary condition for being able 
to open up to transcendence.
Section iii follows the trajectory of ti’s argument, in which the subject no longer 
longs to escape its unbearably heavy materiality (which characterized ee and ta). Its 
movement to exteriority no longer issues out of a need to escape its existential burden, 
but is provoked from the outside – by Desire – in the existent’s being happy with its 
existential heaviness. This section explores the tension between need and Desire, the 
happy existent’s economic adventures through which it is posited only to be deposed 
by the Other.
Conclusion
Levinas presents us with a caricature of our life in the world in which the egoist 
existent is radicalized to the point of being a “hungry stomach without ears”. It is a 
subject devoid of any potential for ethical action and thus doomed to passively await 
intervention by a radical Other. For his part, Foucault shows how aesthetical self-
formation can enable the subject to take initiative in actively cultivating ethicality. 
However, Levinas also defends economic/aesthetical life as a necessary condition for 
becoming ethical. This condition is not sufﬁcient though, for why would the self-
sufﬁcient system-unto-itself take up his/her ethical responsibility towards others? The 
conclusion argues that Foucault’s late turn to the ancients does indeed open up new 
ways in which our present ethical crisis can be negotiated. Through the disciplined and 
repeated practices of the self an ethical sensibility is cultivated that allows differences 
to exist as such. In other words, the repetition of the same allows for an engagement 
with difference that goes beyond the mere exploitation of others as means in one’s own 
aesthetical self-formation.
S a m e n v a t t i n g
Ethiek en esthetiek in Foucault and Levinas
Michel Foucaults conceptie van de zorg voor het zelf en Emmanuel Levinas’ ongekende 
bezorgdheid voor de Ander representeren op het eerste zicht twee uiterst verschillende 
benaderingen tot de ethiek. Hun respectieve preoccupaties met ethiek zijn bijzonder 
pertinent in deze tijd waarin moraliteit voor sommigen niet langer bestaat, terwijl ze 
voor anderen in toenemende mate tekortschiet. Binnen deze context peilt deze studie 
naar de mate waarin de conceptie van de zorg voor het zelf van de latere Foucault 
ethisch bruikbaar is, met name naar Levinas’ maatstaven waarin de zorg voor anderen 
als prioritair gesteld wordt. Tegen de verwachting in, toont deze studie hoe de zorg 
voor het zelf op een actieve manier een niet-herleidende ontvankelijkheid cultiveert 
ten opzichte van de ander – een benadering tot de ethiek die vandaag mogelijks meer 
bruikbaar is dan Levinas’ ethische metafysica. Met dit doel onderneemt Deel i een 
kritische evaluatie van de bijdrage tot de ethiek van de latere Foucault. Deze evaluatie 
ruimt het veld voor een verdediging van de latere Foucault tegen Levinas’ positie dat 
ethiek niet langer een kwestie is van zelfcreatie maar van een geroepen-worden door de 
Ander. Deel ii focust op het denken van de vroege Levinas. Het mondt uiteindelijk uit 
in een Foucaultiaanse kritiek van Levinas’ latere negatie van zelfzorg in het voordeel 
van een exclusieve bezorgdheid voor de Ander. Deze studie besluit dat zorg voor het zelf, 
begrepen als een esthetiek (Foucault) of economie (Levinas) van het bestaan, onmisbaar 
is voor de ethiek, maar dat een ethiek zoals geïntendeerd door Foucault geen komaf 
kan maken met de noodzaak van het cultiveren van een niet-herleidende openheid 
ten opzichte van het Andere. De manier waarop de zorg voor het zelf slaagt in het 
genereren van een ontvankelijkheid voor de ander is expliciet gemaakt met behulp van 
Foucaults eerdere concepten van transgressie en de ‘herhaling van het zelfde’.
Context
Onze huidige ethische crisis wordt gekenmerkt door een proliferatie van onverenigbare 
en vaak verarmde morele autoriteiten enerzijds en de ambiguïteit en politieke exploitatie 
van andere anderzijds. Als gevolg hiervan kunnen actoren niet langer steunen op externe 
autoriteiten voor een ondubbelzinnige morele begeleiding en zijn zij genoodzaakt om 
verantwoordelijkheid te nemen voor hun eigen ethische zelfbepaling, i.e. om hun eigen 
morele richtlijnen te formuleren of tenminste, om de bestaande kritisch te evalueren. 
Hierdoor lijkt het alsof ethiek – volgens Foucaults formulering, de manier waarop het 
zelf zich relateert tot zichzelf qua ethisch subject van het eigen handelen – enkel in het 
spel komt wanneer moraliteit tekortschiet. Zowel Foucault als Levinas beantwoorden 
de (intellectuele) crisis van de moraliteit met een besliste wending tot de ethiek. De 
late Foucault is ervan overtuigd dat een ontvankelijkheid tegenover anderen kan 
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gecultiveerd worden door de zorg voor het zelf. Levinas daarentegen vindt zelfzorg 
een noodzakelijke maar ontoereikende voorwaarde voor ethiek. Voor hem komt ethiek, 
begrepen als de verhouding waarin een onvoorwaardelijke openheid tot de Ander is tot 
stand gebracht en wordt gehandhaafd, in de eerste plaats, vooraf aan welke esthetiek van 
het bestaan dan ook. 
Inhoud
Deel i is gewijd aan een kritische beoordeling van de genealogie van de ethiek van 
de latere Foucault. Sectie i volgt het traject van het tweede volume van zijn Histoire 
de la sexualité, L’usage de plaisirs (1984). Eerst wordt bepaald hoe Foucault te werk 
gaat van het problematiseren van seksualiteit tot het ontwikkelen van een ethiek. 
Vervolgens wordt het speciﬁeke onderscheid van Foucault tussen ethiek en moraliteit 
uit de doeken gedaan. Volgens Foucault mag de geschiedenis van de moraliteit niet 
enkel een reﬂectie zijn van de geschiedenis van de codes van moreel gedrag, maar ook 
van de geschiedenis van de vormen van morele subjectivering, of preciezer gezegd, 
de manieren waarop we onszelf constitueren als de morele uitvoerder van onze eigen 
handelingen. Dus, los van de morele code en de manier waarop we ons gedragen in 
relatie tot deze code, omvat moraliteit eveneens ethiek, of, de verhouding van het 
zelf tot zichzelf. Foucaults Histoire legt de vier belangrijkste aspecten van de Grieks-
Romeinse ethische praktijken bloot: (1) de ethische substantie [substance éthique] of 
dat deel van jezelf dat beschouwd wordt als het relevante domein voor het ethisch 
oordelen; (2) de modus van onderwerping [mode d’assujettissement], of, de manier waarop 
het individu een relatie tot stand brengt met morele verplichtingen en regels; (3) de 
zelfvormende activiteit [pratique de soi], of, de ethische arbeid die iemand uitoefent 
op zichzelf, niet alleen om zijn/haar gedrag in overeenstemming te brengen met een 
bepaalde regel, maar ook om hem/haarzelf om te vormen tot een ethisch subject; en 
tenslotte, (4) de telos, of, de overkoepelende modus van ‘zijn’ waar we naar streven 
als we ons ethisch gedragen. Sectie i eindigt met het onderzoeken van de speciﬁeke 
praktijken die Griekse mannen inzetten om hun gedrag te stileren. Het gaat hierbij 
om praktijken met betrekking tot hun dieet, het beheer van hun huishouden en 
hun liefdescultus (respectievelijk: diëtetiek, economie en erotiek). Rond deze drie 
velden, ontwikkelden de Grieken een levenskunst, een esthetiek van ethisch gedrag 
en technieken om seksueel genot te ‘sturen’ aan de hand van strenge en veeleisende 
principes. Het doel bestond erin om, doorheen zorg voor het zelf, op een actieve manier 
meesterschap te bewerkstelligen over jezelf. Gericht zijn op jezelf was niet onethisch 
of verdacht maar juist het middel om een ethisch subject tot stand te brengen. Voor 
de Grieken – of tenminste een minderheid van de bevolking die bestond uit vrije 
en volwassen mannen – was reﬂecteren over het seksuele gedrag – opgevat als een 
moreel domein – geen manier om algemene verboden die van kracht waren voor 
iedereen te internaliseren of formaliseren, het was eerder een manier om een esthetiek 
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van het bestaan te ontwikkelen, de zinvolle kunst van vrijheid die opgevat werd als 
een machtsspel. 
Sectie ii richt zich op het derde volume van Foucaults geschiedenis van de 
seksualiteit Le souci de soi (1984) waarin hij de vernieuwingen onder de loep neemt die 
de Romeinen in de eerste eeuwen van onze tijdrekening introduceerden in de Griekse 
cultuur. Er wordt een overzicht gegeven van de praktijk van de zorg voor het zelf, waar 
zij uit bestond, wie haar predikte en wie haar praktiseerde. De eerste twee eeuwen 
van het imperiale tijdperk waren een gouden tijd voor de cultivering van het zelf. Zij 
werden gekenmerkt door een toenemende preoccupatie met het zelf, die op haar beurt 
leidde tot bepaalde wijzigingen in de drie grote kunsten van het zelfbeheer (i.e. de 
reeds vermelde dietëtiek, economie en erotiek.) Het laatste wordt vaak geassocieerd 
met een groeiend individualisme – een toenemende bezorgdheid voor het zelf ten 
koste van sociaal en politiek engagement. Foucault ontdekt echter dat de herboren 
preoccupatie met het zelf niet leidde tot een isolement maar tot meer wederkerigheid. 
De meesterschap van een persoon over zichzelf manifesteerde zich in toenemende mate 
in een praktijk van verplichtingen ten opzichte van anderen. Kortom, de intensiﬁëring 
van de zorg voor het zelf ging hand in hand met een waardering van de ander die 
precies mogelijk gemaakt werd door een welbewuste kunst van zelfbegrenzend gedrag. 
Alhoewel deze Romeinse vernieuwingen gepaard gingen met een intensiﬁëring van 
ascetische praktijken, is dit geen teken van het strikter worden van de verboden. In 
plaats hiervan initieerden zij een nieuwe modus van zijn waarbinnen individuen uit vrije 
wil dienden te leren hoe ze zelfcontrole konden uitoefenen – en deze instandhouden 
– om te komen tot een zuiver genot van het zelf, alsook een meesterschap over het zelf.
Verder toont Sectie ii hoe Foucaults notie van ethiek begrepen moet worden 
als een ethos. Zij streeft niet naar het opstellen van universele structuren voor het 
vastleggen van de legitimiteit of illegitimiteit van handelingen. In plaats hiervan wil 
zij bepalen, door historiograﬁsch onderzoek, in welke mate hetgeen wordt aanvaard 
als universeel en verplichtend in feite historisch singulier is, contingent, alsook het 
product van willekeurige beperkingen. Foucault zoekt geen alternatief bij de antieken. 
Door terug te gaan naar de klassieke oudheid wil Foucault het heden problematiseren 
alsook de bijhorende onderwerpende identiteiten, en dit met als doel mogelijkheden 
bloot te leggen voor een grotere vrijheid. Foucault was gefascineerd door het feit dat 
vrijheid voor de antieken voorbijging aan een loutere bevrijding van begrenzingen en 
gerealiseerd werd in een afﬁrmatief project waarin zij werd gepraktiseerd en gestileerd. 
Sectie ii illustreert ook in welke zin de antieken het economische leven ervoeren 
als een ethisch domein bij uitstek. Analoog aan Levinas’ notie van het economische 
leven, bereidden de antieken zich voor om ethisch te worden doorheen hun ordinaire 
alledaagse preoccupaties. In tegenstelling tot Levinas echter, was het ethisch-worden 
een actief proces van zelfvorming en niet het resultaat van de interventie van de Ander 
uit een zone voorbij het economische leven. Het bestond uit oefeningen, praktische 
taken en uiteenlopende activiteiten die een wederkerige uitwisselingsronde inhielden 
met anderen. Het zelf had de begeleiding van de ander nodig voor zijn/haar esthetische 
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zelfvorming. Aan anderen geven omdat je hen ook nodig had, werd niet beschouwd als 
ethisch verdacht, zoals Levinas zou beargumenteren, maar als hetgeen de ‘zelf-ander’-
relaties bevordert. De zorg voor het zelf bereikte haar toppunt in meesterschap over het 
zelf en zelfgenot. Enkel zo’n ‘door zichzelf bezeten’ zelf kon zich tot de ander verhouden 
op een niet-herleidende manier. Deze sectie besluit echter dat de latere Foucault faalt 
in het expliciteren van de manier waarop dergelijk op-en-top zelfgeschapen zelf een 
spontane, niet-gewelddadige verhouding tot de andere kan en zal in stand houden. 
Sectie III onderneemt een kritische evaluatie van de ethische status en de 
praktiseerbaarheid van zelfcreatie. Het is niet gericht op de historische accuraatheid 
van Foucaults account maar wil evalueren in welke mate de conclusies die getrokken 
worden uit het verleden ons kunnen helpen met het counteren van ons huidige ethische 
dilemma. Het eerste hoofdstuk bestaat uit een retrospectieve kritiek: in welke mate, 
in de context van Foucaults overtuigingen inzake macht, kennis en het zelf, zijn de 
“praktijken van vrijheid” haalbaar en praktiseerbaar? Het besluit dat de praktijken van 
vrijheid weerwerk bieden tegen de overdeterminatie van het subject door macht en 
kennis, wat hen intrinsiek politiek maakt. Het tweede hoofdstuk behandelt de aanklacht 
tegen het ethische gehalte van zorg voor het zelf. Het is evident dat toegenomen vrijheid 
niet noodzakelijk ethisch is. De zorg voor het zelf mag dan wel het gedrag van het 
individu regelen ten opzichte van de ander maar soms bestaat de enige manier om mijn 
eigen vrijheid veilig te stellen in het schenden van dat van een ander. Dit hoofdstuk 
behandelt de aanklacht van esthetisering, narcisme, esthetisch decisionisme en de non-
plaats van de ander in zelfformatie. Als besluit wordt een tweeledige verdediging van 
de zorg voor het zelf gelanceerd. De eerste fase van de verdediging bestaat in het 
construeren van een functionele analogie tussen de esthetiek van het bestaan zoals 
het wordt geconcipieerd door de latere Foucault enerzijds en het economische bestaan 
van de vroege Levinas anderzijds. De manier waarop de zelfponering van het zijnde 
functioneert in Levinas’ denken zal aangewend worden om te peilen naar de ethische 
status van de zelfcreatie van Foucaults subject. De tweede en beslissende van fase in de 
verdediging is gewijd aan het vinden van een dynamiek in Foucaults esthetiek van het 
bestaan die een niet-herleidende ontvankelijkheid cultiveert naar anderen toe.
Deel ii | De vraag over de verantwoordelijkheid van het zelf ten opzichte van 
anderen wordt scherp naar voren gebracht door Levinas’ aandringen op het feit dat 
het zelfgeactualiseerde zelf niet in staat is om uit zijn/haar egoïstische economie te 
breken zonder de tussenkomst van de Ander. Hierdoor dient Levinas’ denken als de 
ideale kritische maatstaf voor het bepalen van het ethische gehalte van de zorg voor het 
zelf. Deel ii vertrekt van de premisse dat de zorg voor het zelf tekortschiet op ethisch 
vlak wanneer je het vergelijkt met Levinas’ aandringen op een onvoorwaardelijke 
openheid ten opzichte van anderen. Levinas’ eigen bijzondere notie van de zorg voor 
het zelf wordt echter eveneens blootgelegd, een notie die het fundament vormt van 
zijn ethische metafysica. In zijn vroegste drie werken, De l’existence a l’existant (1947), 
Le temps et l’ autre (1948) en Totalité et inﬁni (1961), vindt men een verdediging van het 
ethische belang van de bezorgdheid voor het zelf. In deze werken gaat de problematiek 
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van de zelftranscendentie van het zelf heel duidelijk vooraf aan de problematiek 
van de ethiek en evenmin wordt de eerste overschaduwd door de laatste. Niet dat 
Levinas de egoïstische preoccupaties van het zelf beschouwt als ethisch in zichzelf. 
Hij verdedigt egoïsme en de absolute zelfvoldaanheid (“atheïsme”) waar dit toe leidt, 
eerder als een noodzakelijke voorwaarde voor een ethische gevoeligheid. In deze zin 
is het economische bestaan van het zijnde – zoals ontwikkeld in Levinas’ eerste drie 
werken – functioneel analoog met de esthetiek van het bestaan van Foucaults subject, 
wat betekent dat de laatste niet kan afgedaan worden als louter narcistisch. Deel ii is 
gewijd aan het construeren van dergelijke functionele analogie.
In zijn vroege werken onderstreept Levinas dus de onmisbaarheid van het zorgen 
voor zichzelf voor de ethiek. Enkel hij/zij die volledig zelfgenoegzaam is, kan zijn/haar 
verantwoordelijkheid nemen naar anderen toe. Alhoewel egocentrisme een noodzakelijke 
voorwaarde is om ethisch te (kunnen) worden, is het niettemin onvoldoende. Levinas 
beschrijft het door zichzelf geponeerde, egoïstische zijnde als een “hongerige maag 
zonder oren”. Aan zichzelf overgelaten, is het afgescheiden Ik van nature geneigd om 
vast te houden aan zijn/haar onafhankelijkheid en egocentrische pleziertjes. Terwijl 
Foucaults voor zichzelf zorgende subject ethisch opvoedbaar is, is Levinas’ zijnde ethisch 
onbekwaam – doof en blind ten opzichte van de behoeftes van de Ander. Het wendt 
zich niet vrijwillig tot de Ander maar blijft volledig doof voor de Ander. Het is enkel 
het absoluut Andere dat de ethische omwenteling kan initiëren. Het voldane gesloten 
systeem van het egocentrisme wordt geconfronteerd met iets dat het niet kan weerstaan, 
ondanks zijn/haar zelfgenoegzaamheid. Er is dus een transcendente Ander nodig om het 
hopeloos egoïstische zelf te redden van zichzelf. Dit is het beslissende verschil tussen 
Foucaults en Levinas’ respectieve notie van subjectiviteit. Terwijl Foucaults subject actief 
in staat is om te participeren in de ethische stap van toenadering tot de andere persoon, 
is Levinas’ subject veroordeeld tot een passieve participatie vanuit een hopeloze (staat 
van) amoraliteit. Tegen de achtergrond van Levinas’ ethiek van de Andersheid, schetst 
Foucaults ethiek van de zelfzorg een meer optimistisch plaatje. Hij investeert het subject 
met een inherent potentieel voor ethisch-handelen (of vertrouwt het haar toe), een 
gevoeligheid die kan worden aangeleerd met behulp van nauwkeurige technieken van 
het zelf. In een tijd waarin van actoren wordt geëist dat ze verantwoordelijkheid nemen 
voor hun eigen ethische zelfvorming, lijkt Levinas deze verantwoordelijkheid door te 
sluizen naar een Ander. Het subject is herleid tot een bodemloze passiviteit en hierdoor, 
ironisch genoeg, ontdaan van zijn/haar toerekenbaarheid. De aanvankelijke inslag van de 
argumentatie verandert hierdoor in een Foucaultiaanse kritiek van Levinas. 
Op het eerste zicht lijkt het dan alsof Levinas’ systeem vervalt in een binaire oppositie: 
aan de ene kant hebben we het economische bestaan dat volledig atheïstisch en strikt 
egotistisch is en dat het zijnde geen mogelijkheid biedt tot ethisch handelen. Aan de 
andere kant hebben we het ethische bestaan dat wordt geïnitieerd en onderhouden door 
een transcendente Ander. Pas na de tussenkomst van de Ander wordt het egoïstische zijnde 
een ethisch subject. Op het einde van ti invalideert Levinas echter de chronologische 
account die hij tot dusver gaf van de zelfcreatie en het geroepen-zijn door de Ander en 
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dringt hij aan op hun gelijktijdigheid. In dezelfde beweging waarin het subject zich naar 
binnen keert naar zichzelf, keert het zich ook naar buiten om de Ander tegemoet te 
treden.
Het lijkt bijna alsof Levinas zich wel verplicht zag om aan te dringen op deze 
gelijktijdigheid, en meer bepaald om het gevaar te vermijden een binaire oppositie te 
construeren die vatbaar is voor een totalisering. Het subject wordt dan geforceerd om 
een soort toverstukje op te voeren waarbij het op twee plaatsen moet zijn op hetzelfde 
moment – stevig verankerd in het immanente als een egoïstisch zijnde en zichzelf 
transcenderend als een ‘bekeerd’ ethisch subject. Het kon zijn dat Levinas hiermee 
de strijd probeerde te beschrijven van het ethische subject met zijn/haar inherente 
egoïstische natuur. In het licht van zijn latere werk wordt dergelijke verklaring echter 
in toenemende mate onwaarschijnlijk. Daar beschrijft Levinas de ethische subjectiviteit 
(of schepsel) als “bodemloos” of nog, als een “doodse passiviteit”. Dit is “de passiviteit 
van een trauma” aangezien de egoïstische natuur op traumatische wijze uit het zijnde 
gerukt wordt . Het kan nu nog slechts handelen bij gratie van de Ander, de Ander in 
het zelfde. Levinas benadrukt echter dat dit uitgeholde subject nog steeds in staat is om 
terug te vallen tot egoïsme. Ondanks de ambigue status toegekend aan de zelfponering 
(‘scheiding’) in Autrement qu’être ou au-delà de l’essence (1974), behoudt deze niettemin 
een eminente plaats in het overgrote deel van ti.
Sectie i verkent de weerslag van de ethische omwenteling van het subject zoals 
het aangetroffen wordt in ae. In dit latere “rijpe” werk, is economische zelfponering 
nog steeds impliciet voorondersteld (als noodzakelijke voorwaarde) maar wordt 
subjectiviteit uitsluitend opgevat als iets dat uitgelokt wordt door de Ander, hierbij 
wordt elke voorafgaande existentiële basis ontkend. Een kritisch beargumenteerbare 
analogie tussen Foucault en Levinas wordt hierdoor onmogelijk voorbij ti. Door het 
verkennen van enkele van de verschillen tussen deze twee denkers, dient Sectie i om de 
grenzen af te bakenen van de zone waarbinnen hun respectieve noties van subjectiviteit 
“samenvallen” als structuren die het egoïstische subject klaarmaken voor zijn/haar 
ethische ontvankelijkheid naar anderen. 
Sectie ii schetst de ontplooiing van de subjectiviteit bij Levinas. Deze kan opgedeeld 
worden in vier subsecties: (1) wat voorafgaat aan het zijnde; (2) de verschijning van het 
zijnde; (3) de aard van het leven van het zijnde in de wereld en zijn dood; en tenslotte, 
(4) de heroriëntering van het zijnde naar de Ander toe, of, zijn/haar omvorming van het 
egocentrisme naar de ethiek. De esthetische aspecten van Levinas’ subjectiviteit kunnen 
hoofdzakelijk gevonden worden in deel 2 en 3. Deze secties schetsen de economie 
van het bestaan van het zijnde waarvan zal blijken dat deze functioneel analoog is 
met Foucaults subject dat voor zichzelf zorgt. Deel 4 kondigt het punt aan waarop 
hun wegen uit elkaar gaan – meer bepaald het punt waarop Levinas’ oorspronkelijke 
fenomenologie van het zelf zich ontwikkelt tot een ﬁlosoﬁe van de Ander. Deze sectie 
besluit met de ontdekking dat precies bij gratie van zijn/haar scheiding en aanvankelijke 
egocentrische bestaan, het zijnde uiteindelijk in staat is om de ethische roep van de 
Ander te “horen”.
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In ee and ta construeert Levinas subjectiviteit als een ‘systeem op zichzelf’, als 
volstrekt zelfvoldaan, zonder een tekort dat het niet zelf kan verhelpen door zijn/haar 
existentiële praxis van voeding en alimentatie in de wereld. Het is onwaarschijnlijk 
dat dit atheïstische, zuiver naar zichzelf verwijzende en bevredigde subject de roep 
zou beantwoorden die eist dat het alles opgeeft wat het heeft verwezenlijkt doorheen 
zijn/haar arbeid. Atheïsme is zo’n radicale scheiding dat alle noties van transcendentie 
erin vergeten zijn. Volgens Levinas, is deze mogelijkheid van het vergeten van de 
transcendentie noodzakelijk voor scheiding. Op haar beurt is scheiding, waarin het 
zelf zich prioritair stelt boven enige Ander, een noodzakelijke voorwaarde om zich te 
kunnen openstellen voor het transcendente.
Sectie iii volgt het traject van de argumentatie van ti, waarbij het subject niet 
langer verlangt om te ontsnappen aan zijn/haar ondraaglijk zware materialiteit (zo 
karakteristiek voor ee en ta). Zijn/haar beweging naar een exterioriteit komt niet 
langer voort uit de noodzaak om te ontsnappen aan zijn/haar existentiële last, maar 
wordt geprovoceerd van buitenaf – door het Verlangen – in een zijnde dat tevreden is 
met zijn/haar existentiële zwaarheid. Deze sectie verkent de spanning tussen behoefte 
en Verlangen, de economische avonturen van het gelukkige zijnde waardoor het eerst 
geponeerd wordt, om vervolgens ‘afgezet’ te worden door de Ander.
Conclusie
Levinas schotelt ons een karikatuur voor van ons bestaan in de wereld, hierbij wordt 
het egoïstische zijnde dermate geradicaliseerd dat het nog slechts een “hongerige 
maag met oren” is. Het is een subject dat ontdaan is van elk potentieel voor ethisch 
handelen en dus gedoemd om in passiviteit te wachten op de tussenkomst van de 
radicale Ander. Foucault toont op zijn beurt hoe esthetische zelfformatie het subject 
de mogelijkheid biedt om initiatief te nemen in het actief cultiveren van een ethische 
gevoeligheid. Levinas verdedigt echter evenzeer het economische/esthetische leven als 
een noodzakelijke voorwaarde voor het ethisch-worden. Deze voorwaarde is echter op 
zich onvoldoende, waarom zou een zelfvoorzienend ‘systeem in zichzelf’ anders zijn/
haar ethische verantwoordelijkheid opnemen tegenover anderen? De conclusie voert 
aan dat Foucaults late wending tot de antieken wel degelijk nieuwe manieren opent 
waarmee onze huidige ethische crisis kan bestierd worden. Doorheen de gedisciplineerde 
herhaling van de praktijken van het zelf wordt een ethische gevoeligheid gecultiveerd 
die toelaat dat verschillen als zodanig (kunnen) bestaan. Met andere woorden, de 
herhaling van het zelfde opent de mogelijkheid van een engagement met verschillen 
dat voorbijgaat aan de loutere exploitatie van anderen als een middel in de eigen 
esthetische zelfformatie.
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